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ABSTRACT 

Why is it so difficult to get reparations for Greenwood? The United States has struggled with 

giving reparations for certain groups although they are an international standard for human rights 

outlined by the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. However, 

the United Nations does not address the issue of white supremacy, which I believe to be the 

critical factor in addressing this question. My thesis addresses the issue of white supremacy and 

specifically how it blocks groups that have experienced a violation of human rights such as a 

massacre, from seeking justice in the form of reparations. Specifically, I will be looking at how 

white supremacy influences the government and political structure of the United States, in order 

to show why the Black victims of the Greenwood massacre have been denied justice for almost 

100 years. I will discuss the failed attempts made by Black victims of the massacre to get 

reparations against the successful attempts made by Japanese-Americans to receive reparations 

after World War II. I will do this in order to reveal the previously misunderstood connections 

between the United States and its inability to provide reparations through the appropriate legal, 

state, and federal procedures. I argue that it is not the case that the United States cannot grant 

reparations, but that the United States will not grant reparations for Black victims. In conclusion, 

this thesis, by closely examining the connection between reparations and human rights, will shed 

new light on the neglected issue of how whether or not reparations are provided in a given 

instance depends on white supremacy and its impact on that instance.  
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Introduction 

Black Wall Street was an affluent black community in Greenwood, Oklahoma that 

challenged the discriminatory institutions in the United States. In 1921, a massacre completely 

destroyed the community. Almost one hundred years later, the topic is still debated whether or 

not the victims of the massacre were granted the reparations they were once promised. As 

outlined in the legal case, Alexander v State of Oklahoma in 2004, such reparations remain 

unseen. The subject raises the question of why is it that the United States has not been able to 

successfully execute a procedure to grant reparations and restorative justice to African-

Americans? My hypothesis is US white supremacy prevents reparations from being paid to black 

citizens specifically in ways that it does not for other groups. 

The topic of this thesis is examining how the United States has failed black victims of the 

1921 Greenwood massacre, in granting reparations after gross violations of human rights. The 

response of the United States is contrary to the international standards set by the United Nations 

on how to provide reparations to a group that has experienced a mass violation of human rights 

like experiencing a massacre. In almost 100 years, victims of the massacre have made multiple 

claims for justice to no avail with reasons ranging from lack of evidence depicting accountability 

for the violence, to claims being too far past any statute of limitations to offer reparations. It 

seems that the black residents of Greenwood are unique in this case, as the United States has 

provided reparations to groups in the past that have gone through an atrocity, such was the case 

with Japanese-Americans receiving reparations post-World War II for their unfair imprisonment 

in internment camps.   

My hypothesis is that in the United States, white supremacy prevents reparations from 

being paid to black citizens specifically in ways that it does not for other groups. My 
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independent variable of white supremacy is what I am testing my dependent variable of the 

successes or failures of reparations against, because white supremacy is so intricately woven 

within the structure of the United States government, that it influences every aspect including 

paying reparations to victims of human rights violations. Such a structure in the United States 

was founded on the basis that the white race holds power and dominance over all other groups. 

Non-white groups are not only seen as inferior beings, at times not even human, but are also 

denied access to power or any kind of livelihood independent from state structure, and therefore 

white supremacy. 

Historically, when African Americans have fought for acknowledgment of wrongdoing 

by the United States, and they have been invalidated. History honors the perpetuation of white 

supremacy in aligning black experiences with the response and narratives framed in the context 

of how white people relate to the United States. As such, the black struggle is trivialized, where 

the focus is on the white response and championing the acknowledgment of white people, rather 

than the struggle of black people. It is strange to champion an oppressive system for choosing to 

shift its approach to oppression. In doing so, the actions of white people are held up to such 

esteems, that the work of black lives and black bodies is forgotten in history.  

History is depicted with a certain and intentional narrative, and how it is reported can 

change over time. For the case of Greenwood, most of the reports on the massacre inaccurately 

portrayed the cause of the violence as well as the events of the massacre itself, not stated that the 

violence was done by a white mob that overpowered and brutally destroyed the residents and 

community of Greenwood. The tragedy which took hundreds of lives caused millions of dollars 

in property damage and caused massive forced resettlement of families was largely unknown to 

the American public, even after decades had passed. In claims for reparations pushed forward by 
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victims of the massacre, the state of Oklahoma refused to take accountability for letting 

Greenwood be destroyed and no white participants facing consequences, often denying the 

severity of violence that took place. Repeatedly claims were denied and victims were unable to 

get the justice or acknowledgment they deserved.  

I consider this to be something called the agenda of silence. The agenda of silence is a 

systematic and repetitious way in which white supremacy blocks non-white groups from being 

able to obtain power, be it social, monetary, cultural, or political. This agenda allows the United 

States to not take accountability for its actions that have resulted in mass violations of human 

rights against persecuted groups, while simultaneously silencing such groups by not 

acknowledging mass atrocities committed domestically by Americans. The agenda of silence is a 

massacre taking place that wipes out a black community and one hundred years later, demands 

for acknowledgment and reparation go unaddressed.  

My methodology for this project is a qualitative analysis of archival research. My 

research design is a case comparison of reparations claims in the United States, examining those 

that were successful and those that were not. Through analysis of historical documents such as 

newspapers, medical reports, museum exhibits, and narratives, I argue that the severity of the 

massacre was never public addressed by the United States, nor was accountability taken for 

building and instituting the racist structures that allowed a white mob to decimate Black Wall 

Street, and for white supremacy to continue the agenda of silence by never granting survivors 

and defendants of survivors the reparations they were promised and deserved. This research 

helps address the logistics of reparations such as who are they really for, and if action comes 

from a place of guilt rather than a need to heal, then who do they really serve? 
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By the 1940s, the Greenwood District was beginning to be rebuilt, but due to integration 

during the Civil Rights Era, it never regained as much prominence. The Civil Rights Era also 

brought many multi-ethnic coalitions fighting for civil rights and liberties. This movement 

influenced Japanese-Americans in particular who led the charge for reparations given to the 

victims of Japanese Internments Camps during World War II. Such a movement led to the Civil 

Liberties Act of 1988 which granted compensation and a public apology delivered by President 

Reagan to the victims of the internment camps. The fate of Black Wall Street is held in contrast 

to the fate of Japanese-Americans and illustrates that it’s not the case that white supremacy 

denies reparations to non-white groups, but it has complete control over which groups will 

receive justice and when if ever. I will be examining the case of the Back Wall Street Massacre 

in Tulsa, Oklahoma in 1921 as one of many examples of this agenda of silence. 

 

Literature Review 

When does the United States provide reparations and when does it not? In the context in 

which I am using the term, reparations are “compensation in money or materials payable by a 

defeated party for damages to or expenditures sustained by another party as a result of hostilities 

with the defeated party.”1  Reparations are important because they provide, “adequate, effective 

and prompt reparation is intended to promote justice by redressing gross violations of 

international human rights law or serious violations of international humanitarian law.”2 In the 

United States we think of reparations as a domestic matter between the federal government and a 

                                                
1 Merriam-Webster, “Reparations” 
2 Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. "Basic Principles and Guidelines on the Right to 
a Remedy and Reparation for Victims of Gross Violations of International Human Rights Law and Serious Violations 
of International Humanitarian Law.” Geneva: United Nations, 
2005.https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/remedyandreparation.aspx 
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particular group, but reparations are international and have global norms. Outside of the United 

States, reparations are considered a standard for human rights. Those that have been the victims 

of gross violations of International Human Rights Law and International Humanitarian Law have 

the right to a remedy and reparations.3   

According to the United Nations Basic Principles and Guidelines on the Right to a 

Remedy and Reparations for Victims of Gross Violations of International Human Rights Law 

and Serious Violations of International Humanitarian Law, states are under a legal obligation to 

provide reparations for gross violations attributable to them. States are also obligated to provide 

repair and redress for victims in circumstances where those directly responsible are unwilling or 

unable to meet their obligations, in particular through the establishment of reparations programs.4 

My independent variable is white supremacy and that in the United States, it is white supremacy 

that determines if reparations will be provided in a given instance. White supremacy is the belief 

that white people are superior to those of any other race and color, and should, therefore, 

dominate all other people. This is especially the case for the black race. White supremacy 

manifests itself in the social, economic, political, and cultural history of European expansion and 

the development of the New World.5 Meaning, under white supremacy, power is not allocated to 

those of other races be it political, economic, or social, and neither are the resources needed to 

obtain such power. In the United States, we have instances where reparations might be applied 

                                                
3 OHCHR “Basic Principles and Guidelines” 
4 UN Women and UNDP. Reparations, Development and Gender: Report of the Kampala Workshop. New York: 
United Nations, 2010. Accessed February 2, 2020. 
https://www.un.org/ruleoflaw/files/Kampala%20workshop%202011-
%20Reparations,%20Development%20and%20Gender.pdf 
5 Christian, Mark. "An African-Centered Perspective on White Supremacy." Journal of Black Studies. 2002. 179-98. 
www.jstor.org/stable/3180933. 
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and in other cases such as with Greenwood, we see where they have not been applied, in this 

case, the difference is white supremacy and the impact it has in the United States. 

In 2020 Greenwood still has not received federal reparations from the 1921 massacre, and 

it took decades for a factual and authentic account to be publicly known of the massacre that 

accurately portrayed the victimization of the black residents of Greenwood and the failure of the 

state to take accountability for their actions. I attribute this to a term I refer to as the “agenda of 

silence.” The agenda of silence is a methodical agenda perpetuated by white supremacy to ensure 

that non-white groups are not granted any form of compensation or even acknowledgment of 

their sufferings at the hands of white supremacy. The agenda of silence is not allowing survivors 

of the massacre to return to their homes, forcing them to relocate. The agenda of silence is also 

misrepresenting the event in newspapers and early archives to the point where it took decades to 

finally get true narratives shared and historically documented. The agenda of silence prohibited 

the acknowledgment of the gross violation of human rights that happened in Greenwood and 

repeatedly denied the victims the ability to gain compensation. I believe this is because 

acknowledging wrongdoing would involve a transfer of power to black people, which is 

something that white supremacy does not allow. 

In a broad sense, reparations have the potential to be transformative. Reparations can 

serve this function because they avoid "the traps of individualism, neutrality and indeterminacy 

that plague many mainstream concepts of rights or legal principles.”6 Reparations are important 

for African Americans, as they represent justice and equal rights for multiple both victims of 

human rights violations and generations that would follow those survivors in providing them 

                                                
6 Yamamoto, Eric. K. Racial Reparations: Japanese American Redress and African American Claims, 19 B.C. Third 
World L.J. 477 (1998), http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/twlj/vol19/iss1/13 
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civil rights and protection from future human rights violations. 7 The impact of slavery in terms 

of intergenerational wealth and trauma continue into the present.8 Claimants for reparations must 

try to find some symbolic social and political value that builds community.910  

Building community has historically been a tool for creating prosperity for African-

Americans. The study of Greenwood, OK, and the massacre that devastated the African-

American community known as “Black Wall Street” is understudied, but is emblematic in seeing 

what reparations might do and why we have trouble accessing them. While its history may not be 

found in history books, it is being discussed in literature. In 1906, O.W. Gurley, a wealthy 

African-American from Arkansas, moved to Tulsa and purchased over 40 acres of land that he 

made sure was only sold to other African-Americans. A dollar spent in the area circulated up to 

100 times before it would reach areas outside of Greenwood, creating black entrepreneurship and 

wealth.11 This community’s affluence was the reason why Black Wall Street was targeted in 

1921. 12 White Oklahomans were resentful that African-Americans were no longer passively 

accepted second-class citizenship in their homeland.13  

Despite an initial promise of reparations, the massacre was almost immediately swept 

under the rug of national consciousness, to the point that Oklahoma residents had no idea that 

                                                
7 Howard-Hassmann, Rhoda E. "Getting to Reparations: Japanese Americans and African Americans." Social Forces 
83, no. 2 (2004): 823-40. www.jstor.org/stable/3598349. 
8 Coates, Ta-Nehisi. “The Case for Reparations”. The Atlantic. (2014). 
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/06/the-case-for-reparations/361631/ 
9 Yamamoto, B.C. Third World L.J (1998) 
10 Howard-Hassmann, Special Forces (2004) 
11 Fain, Kimberly. (2017, July 5). The Devastation of Black Wall Street. JSTOR Daily Retrieved September 6, 2018. 
https://daily.jstor.org/the-devastation-of-black-wall-street/ 
12 Fain, JSTOR Daily (2017) 
13 Luckerson, Victor. "Black Wall Street: The African American Haven That Burned and Then Rose From the Ashes." 
The Ringer. 2018. 
https://www.theringer.com/2018/6/28/17511818/black-wall-street-oklahoma-greenwood-destruction-tulsa 
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Black Wall Street existed, even thirty years removed from the event.14 Attempts by survivors and 

descendants of survivors to rebuild the community were vehemently challenged. Those who 

came forward to demand what was promised were intentionally discriminated against to deny 

African-Americans their equal rights under the law and were met with longstanding official 

policy, practice, or custom of racial discrimination.15 Part of the problem is that the story of the 

massacre if told accurately, would paint thousands of white people as pillagers and 

murderers.1617 Instead, the framing of the Black Wall Street massacre has bypassed the collective 

injustices endured by the survivors of the massacre and focused instead on charting the 

improvement in race relations in the United States.18 Reparations are possible in the United 

States, as demonstrated in cases of Japanese internment and land reform.19 Reasons as to why 

procedures of reparations cannot be applied to African-Americans remains a question worthy of 

discussion and debate in the present day.  

 

What Are Reparations? 

 In 2005, the United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner released a 

Resolution titled "Basic Principles and Guidelines on the Right to a Remedy and Reparation for 

Victims of Gross Violations of International Human Rights Law and Serious Violations of 

                                                
14 Wheeler, Ed. (1971). Profile of A Race Riot. (Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History 
and Culture). https://nmaahc.si.edu/object/nmaahc_2011.60.18 
15 Alexander v Oklahoma. No. 03-C-133-E, 2004, 2004 
16 Messer, C (2011). The Tulsa Race Riot of 1921: Toward an Integrative Theory of Collective Violence Journal of Social 
History. 2011.  https://www.jstor.org/stable/41305432?mag=the-devastation-of-black-wall-street 
17 Messer, Chris. M., Shriver, Thomas. E., & Adams, Alison. E. The Destruction of Black Wall Street: Tulsa's 1921 
Riot and the Eradication of Accumulated Wealth. American Journal of Economics and Sociology, 2018 
18  Messer, Chris. M., & Bell, Patricia. A. Mass media and governmental framing of riots: The case of Tulsa, 1921. Journal of 
Black Studies, 2010 
19 Yamamoto, Eric. K. Racial Reparations: Japanese American Redress and African American Claims, 19 B.C. Third 
World L.J. 477 (1998), http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/twlj/vol19/iss1/13 
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International Humanitarian Law.” It is understood that the present Basic Principles and 

Guidelines are without prejudice to the right to a remedy and reparation for victims of all 

violations of international human rights law and international humanitarian law. It is further 

understood that these Basic Principles and Guidelines are without prejudice to special rules of 

international law.20 In this Resolution, the Commission21 recognized that in honoring victim’s 

human right to remedy and reparations after a mass atrocity, "the international community keeps 

faith with the plight of victims, survivors and future human generations and reaffirms 

international law in the field.”22 The Commission recommended that the General Assembly 

adopt the Basic Principles which outlined specifically the obligation of states to abide by the 

international standard of providing reparations for victims who have suffered gross violations of 

human rights. Within the boundaries of the United Nations, states have the obligation to “respect, 

ensure respect for and implement international human rights law and international humanitarian 

law as provided for under the respective bodies of law.”23 Those bodies of law include treaties to 

which a State is a party, customary international law that the state abides by, and the domestic 

law of each State. It is important to note that states are responsible to uphold all bodies of law, a 

state “as required under international law, ensure that their domestic law is consistent with their 

international legal obligations,”24 meaning they cannot enforce domestic law but disregard 

international laws and norms of international human rights law.  

                                                
20 OHCHR “Basic Principles and Guidelines” 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/remedyandreparation.aspx 
21 Guided by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International Covenants on Human 
Rights, other relevant human rights instruments and the Vienna Declaration and Program of 
Action 
22 OHCHR “Basic Principles and Guidelines” 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/remedyandreparation.aspx 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
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 The Basic Principles also outline how states should assist victims that have suffered a 

grave injustice domestically. Victims are defined as “persons who individually or collectively 

suffered harm, including physical or mental injury, emotional suffering, economic loss or 

substantial impairment of their fundamental rights.”25 Specifically, victims have lost their rights  

“through acts or omissions that constitute gross violations of international human rights law, or 

serious violations of international humanitarian law.”26 Also a victim does not have to be an 

individual or collective that has directly been perpetrated against. The term victim also includes 

“the immediate family or dependants of the direct victim and persons who have suffered harm in 

intervening to assist victims in distress or to prevent victimization.”27 In accordance with 

providing justice for victims, states must ensure “that their domestic law provides at least the 

same level of protection for victims as that required by their international obligations.”28 

States also have a responsibility to take appropriate action to ensure the “safety, physical 

and psychological well-being and privacy”29 for victims as well as their families. Victims are to 

be treated with respect for their dignity and human rights, outlined by both domestic and 

international standards. They should reach to bring justice to the victims using the full extent of 

domestic law. These legal proceedings are handled differently in a post-conflict peacebuilding 

framework where the victims are to “benefit from special consideration and care,” and re-

traumatization should be avoided throughout “legal and administrative procedures designed to 

provide justice and reparation.”30 

                                                
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 
27 OHCHR “Basic Principles and Guidelines” 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/remedyandreparation.aspx 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
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The special consideration and care that should be shown towards victims are not only 

appropriate to not re-traumatize them, but it is also their right to seek domestic and international 

human rights and humanitarian law provisions. Such provisions include “equal and effective 

access to justice, adequate, effective and prompt reparation for harm suffered, and access to 

relevant information concerning violations and reparation mechanisms.”31 The state’s ability to 

carry out justice for victims reflects their international standing and their respect for international 

standards and norms. 

About two weeks after the massacre, Judge Loyal J. Martin of the Tulsa Emergency 

Committee stated,  

Tulsa can only redeem herself from the country-wide shame and humiliation into which 

she is today plunged by complete restitution and rehabilitation of the black belt. The rest 

of the United States must know that the real citizenship of Tulsa . . . will make good the 

damage, so far as it can be done, to the last penny.”32  

This was an outright promise made to the Greenwood community and it was also completely 

untrue. Greenwood was failed in each of these provisions. Early records of the accuracy of the 

massacre were also manipulated by the perpetrators, causing barriers for victims to even be able 

to gain access to justice, even after the writing of Basic Guidelines. As outlined by the United 

Nations, “a victim of a gross violation of international human rights law or a serious violation of 

international humanitarian law shall have equal access to an effective judicial remedy as 

provided for under international law. Obligations arising under international law to secure the 

                                                
31 Ibid. 
32 Charles J. Ogletree, Jr., “Tulsa Reparations: The Survivor’s Story,” Boston College Third World Law Journal(2004). 
https://www.bc.edu/content/dam/files/schools/law/lawreviews/journals/bctwj/24_1/03_FMS.htm 
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right to access justice and fair and impartial proceedings shall be reflected in domestic laws.”33 

To hold up this obligation states should first disseminate information of the violation, through 

public and private mechanisms, both information concerning the event itself, and the specific 

remedies available to victims remedies for gross violations as outlined by international human 

rights law and international humanitarian law. 

The UN emphasizes that states must provide proper assistance to victims seeking access 

to justice and make available all appropriate “legal, diplomatic and consular means,” to ensure 

that victims can exercise their rights to remedy for gross violations. In executing this regard, 

states must, “take measures to minimize the inconvenience to victims and their representatives, 

protect against unlawful interference with their privacy as appropriate and ensure their safety 

from intimidation and retaliation, as well as that of their families and witnesses, before, during 

and after judicial, administrative, or other proceedings that affect the interests of victims.”34 This 

I argue is one of the most over violations the United States has committed as it has been almost 

100 years since the massacre and the victims still are without reparations due to roadblocks put 

in place exclusively by the United States government and through the operationalization of white 

supremacy within that government. The UN also expanded its guidelines beyond the individual 

level where “in addition to individual access to justice, States should endeavor to develop 

procedures to allow groups of victims to present claims for reparation and to receive reparation, 

as appropriate.”35 While Greenwood victims were able to utilize legal proceedings as time went 

on, the procedures put in place were neither appropriate nor fair. 

                                                
33 OHCHR “Basic Principles and Guidelines” 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/remedyandreparation.aspx 
34 OHCHR “Basic Principles and Guidelines” 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/remedyandreparation.aspx 
35 Ibid. 
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Reparations for harm suffered are important because they provide, “adequate, effective 

and prompt reparation is intended to promote justice by redressing gross violations of 

international human rights law or serious violations of international humanitarian law.”36 They 

Can operate best within a system where states highly value both their commitment to fair and 

just legal procedures as well as the preservation of human rights. I believe that reparations are 

not considered or provided under circumstances where a state does not believe their victims are 

deserving of a fair and just legal process or human rights.  

The United Nations highlights that reparations “should be proportional to the gravity of 

the violations and the harm suffered.”37 This is also why it was important to grant compensation 

to Greenwood’s victims immediately after the massacre, and partially why it may be difficult to 

determine an amount of compensation appropriate so long after the fact. This would be 

especially difficult if it was up to the state to come up the reparations that are to be granted; 

however, Greenwood victims have established their own terms for reparations in every attempt 

pursued, and as outlined by the Basic Principles, “States shall, with respect to claims by victims, 

enforce domestic judgments for reparation against individuals or entities liable for the harm 

suffered,” and to that end, “states should provide under their domestic laws effective 

mechanisms for the enforcement of reparation judgments.”38 This can be interpreted as it may 

not be the state’s duty to come up with reparations if victims are already arguing for their terms, 

but it is always the responsibility of the state to enforce such terms. 

                                                
36 OHCHR “Basic Principles and Guidelines” 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/remedyandreparation.aspx 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
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Per their commitment to upholding international legal standards, states must “provide 

reparation to victims for acts or omissions which can be attributed to the State and constitute 

gross violations of international human rights law or serious violations of international 

humanitarian law. A serious violation of human rights law can be interpreted as “the violation of 

any human right,” as well as “the impact of arms and their misuse on enjoyment of human rights 

primarily affect the rights to life, to liberty, to security, and to freedom from torture.”39 Arms as 

stated in this description include those that can cause harm to social and economic rights. As will 

be described later, the destruction of property, loss of main sources of income for residents and 

the removal of access to basic human needs such as safe food, water, and shelter for Greenwood 

victims during the massacre at the hands of weapons wielded by a white mob, constitute as harm 

to social and economic rights. The Geneva Academy did an in-depth analysis of law cases 

concerning violations of human rights within Inter-American Courts. In their analysis, they 

reported that such courts use adjectives such as “grave” and “serious” and terminology linking 

“serious violations” to “non-derogable rights,” to quantify the gravity of a violation. Violations 

involve “enforced disappearance, summary or arbitrary or extrajudicial killings or executions, 

and torture.”40 

 In 1921, the United States did not have a national federal reparations distribution 

program, so at that time there was no way for the state to abide by any “national programmes for 

reparation and other assistance to victims in the event that the parties liable for the harm suffered 

                                                
39Graduate Institute of Geneva and Universityé de Genêve. What amounts to ‘a serious violation of international 
human rights law’?: An analysis of practice and expert opinion for the purpose of the 2012 Arms Trade Treaty. 
Geneva: Geneva Academy of International Humanitarian Law and Human Rights, 2014. https://www.geneva-
academy.ch/joomlatools-files/docman-
files/Publications/Academy%20Briefings/Briefing%206%20What%20is%20a%20serious%20violation%20of%20huma
n%20rights%20law_Academy%20Briefing%20No%206.pdf 
40Graduate Institute of Geneva and Universityé de Genêve. What amounts to ‘a serious violation of international 
human rights law’?: An analysis of practice and expert opinion for the purpose of the 2012 Arms Trade Treaty. 
Geneva Academy of International Humanitarian Law and Human Rights, 2014.  
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are unable or unwilling to meet their obligations,”41 as outlined in the Basic Guidelines. 

However, by the 1980s, the United States proved they were able to show their ability to form and 

execute a reparations program with the passing of the Civil Liberties Act which benefited the 

victims of Japanese internment camps post-World War II. In theory, the United States can create 

a similar national program for other victims of violations of human rights such as Greenwood 

victims. 

The Basic Guidelines lay out the specific forms of reparations victims are entitled to 

receive which include: restitution, compensation, rehabilitation, satisfaction, and guarantees of 

non-repetition. Below are the definitions as given by the UN for each form of reparations: 

Restitution should, whenever possible, restore the victim to the original situation before 

the gross violations of international human rights law or serious violations of 

international humanitarian law occurred. Restitution includes, as appropriate: restoration 

of liberty, enjoyment of human rights, identity, family life and citizenship, return to one’s 

place of residence, restoration of employment and return of property. 

Compensation should be provided for any economically assessable damage, as 

appropriate and proportional to the gravity of the violation and the circumstances of each 

case, resulting from gross violations of international human rights law and serious 

violations of international humanitarian law, such as: physical or mental harm; lost 

opportunities, including employment, education and social benefits; material damages 

and loss of earnings, including loss of earning potential; moral damage; and costs 

                                                
41  OHCHR “Basic Principles and Guidelines” 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/remedyandreparation.aspx 
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required for legal or expert assistance, medicine and medical services, and psychological 

and social services. 

 Rehabilitation should include medical and psychological care as well as legal and social 

services. 

 Satisfaction should include, where applicable, verification of the facts and full and public 

disclosure of the truth to the extent that such disclosure does not cause further harm or 

threaten the safety and interests of the victim, the victim’s relatives, witnesses, or persons 

who have intervened to assist the victim or prevent the occurrence of further violations; 

public apology, including acknowledgement of the facts and acceptance of responsibility; 

judicial and administrative sanctions against persons liable for the violations; and 

commemorations and tributes to the victims; inclusion of an accurate account of the 

violations that occurred in international human rights law and international humanitarian 

law training and in educational material at all levels.42 

Guarantees of non-repetition should include, ensuring effective civilian control of 

military and security forces; strengthening the independence of the judiciary; protecting 

persons in the legal, medical and health-care professions, the media and other related 

                                                
42 Full description includes  effective measures aimed at the cessation of continuing violations; verification of the facts 
and full and public disclosure of the truth to the extent that such disclosure does not cause further harm or threaten 
the safety and interests of the victim, the victim’s relatives, witnesses, or persons who have intervened to assist the 
victim or prevent the occurrence of further violations; the search for the whereabouts of the disappeared, for the 
identities of the children abducted, and for the bodies of those killed, and assistance in the recovery, identification and 
reburial of the bodies in accordance with the expressed or presumed wish of the victims, or the cultural practices of 
the families and communities; an official declaration or a judicial decision restoring the dignity, the reputation and the 
rights of the victim and of persons closely connected with the victim; public apology, including acknowledgement of 
the facts and acceptance of responsibility; judicial and administrative sanctions against persons liable for the 
violations; commemorations and tributes to the victims; inclusion of an accurate account of the violations that 
occurred in international human rights law and international humanitarian law training and in educational material at 
all levels. 
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professions, and human rights defenders; and promoting mechanisms for preventing and 

monitoring social conflicts and their resolution;43 

 These guidelines outlined by the United Nations display the international standard that 

states are expected to uphold, to demonstrate their commitment to human rights and dedication 

to peacebuilding. To not follow such basic guidelines could suggest a disregard for international 

norms and a weakness within the state to not be able to provide reparations for its inhabitants.  

 

Contextual Background 

In this section, I will look at The Great Migration in three folds: its birth after 

emancipation in the United States, the freedom of movement, and the agency of freed people to 

travel to the Midwest. It would be impossible to discuss the topic of the Massacre of Black Wall 

Street and the agenda of silence without discussing slavery.  

Sixteenth President of the United States, Abraham Lincoln issued the emancipation 

proclamation on September 22, 1862, and on January 1, 1863, he declared, “slaves within any 

State, or designated part of a State…in rebellion,…shall be then, thenceforward, and forever 

free.”44 While Lincoln gave his proclamation in 1862, it would not be until the ending of the 

                                                
43 Full list includes: Ensuring effective civilian control of military and security forces; Ensuring that all civilian and 
military proceedings abide by international standards of due process, fairness and impartiality; Strengthening the 
independence of the judiciary; Protecting persons in the legal, medical and health-care professions, the media and 
other related professions, and human rights defenders;(e) Providing, on a priority and continued basis, human rights 
and international humanitarian law education to all sectors of society and training for law enforcement officials as well 
as military and security forces; Promoting the observance of codes of conduct and ethical norms, in particular 
international standards, by public servants, including law enforcement, correctional, media, medical, psychological, 
social service and military personnel, as well as by economic enterprises; Promoting mechanisms for preventing and 
monitoring social conflicts and their resolution; Reviewing and reforming laws contributing to or allowing gross 
violations of international human rights law and serious violations of international humanitarian law. 
44 Lincoln, Abraham. The Emancipation Proclamation. 1863.https://www.archives.gov/exhibits/featured-
documents/emancipation-proclamation 
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Civil War in 1865 and the passing of the 13th Amendment which put into law that “Neither 

slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have 

been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to their 

jurisdiction.”45 Even though slavery was outlaws with the passing of the 13th Amendment, that 

does not mean that the practice stopped overnight.  

The time it took for information to carry throughout the country was so long that 

enslaved people had been freed and didn’t even know it because they were so far removed from 

any news source. However, there were also slave owners that withheld information about 

emancipation and the outlawing of slavery. As many enslaved people were illiterate, they relied 

on others for information that would concern them such as the passing of a new Amendment. 

Slave owners would further isolate enslaved people and even separate them from each other, to 

lessen the likelihood of them learning about their freedom. Additionally, in places like the South, 

few jurisdictions would enforce the following of the new law, rendering it nonexistent in some 

areas. Notably, it was not until Union Major General Gordon Granger arrived in Galveston, 

Texas in 1865 with news about the Emancipation Proclamation, that enslaved people even knew 

that it happened. General Granger read General Order Number 3 to the town which began with, 

The people of Texas are informed that, in accordance with a proclamation from the 

Executive of the United States, all slaves are free. This involves an absolute equality of 

personal rights and rights of property between former masters and slaves, and the 

connection heretofore existing between them becomes that between employer and hired 

labor. The freedmen are advised to remain quietly at their present homes and work for 

                                                
45 13th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution: Abolition of Slavery. 
1865.https://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=false&doc=40 
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wages. They are informed that they will not be allowed to collect at military posts and 

that they will not be supported in idleness either there or elsewhere.46  

Two and a half years had passed and no enslaved people in Galveston, Texas knew the 

President had ruled against their bondage. This order given by General Granger is significant 

because he read it in Texas, it was considered to be the last place in the country to learn about 

America’s emancipation. Today we recognize and celebrate this moment in history as 

Juneteenth, a holiday celebrated by African Americans to remember the day June 19, 1865, 

when finally all enslaved people knew they were free.   

The Midwest areas of the United States were especially attractive for freed people 

because the open frontier represented ownership of one’s own conditions. You can tailor your 

surroundings to fit your needs and not the other way around. Open land also encourages 

individuality with time and space to think about how you wanted to live your life. Freedom of 

thought does not equate to freedom of action and the resettlement of freed people to the open 

space of the Midwest did not mean that racism and institutional disadvantages did not extend to 

Midwest; however, coming out of a period where slaves had no decision-making capabilities on 

any faction of their lives, the ability to make a choice is incredibly crucial to understanding the 

patterns and reasons of movement during The Great Migration. Open lands meant opportunity. 

Not just opportunity for personal gain, but collective purpose and prosperity. Open land meant 

that freed people could form communities with one another and build a society for themselves 

governed by their own rules and practices, no longer bound to the isolation and oppression of 

slavery. Oklahoma, in particular, was sought after as an area to establish within the United 

                                                
46 Texas State Library and Archives Commission. Juneteenth. Austin: Texas State Library and Archives Commission, 
2019. Accessed on April 15, 2020. https://www.tsl.texas.gov/ref/abouttx/juneteenth.html 
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States, a state that was owned and governed by black people. This was not only a dream but a 

full objective that reached Congressional consideration.47  

In 1889 South Carolina Senator, Matthew C. Butler introduced the Negro Emigration 

Bill. The purpose of the bill was to grant government funds for voluntary expansion and 

distributing black families throughout Northwestern territories.48 The bill did not pass, but that 

did not stop freed blacks from creating prosperous communities in Oklahoma, even if they did 

not govern the state. It is important to bring up not the white sentiment that surrounds black 

emigration and separatists movements. Many whites were in support of the emigration of black 

people for the sole purpose of segregating them from their communities if they could no longer 

be forcefully exploited for labor.  Separate and not equal was the overwhelming cry from 

northern and southern whites are the turn of emancipation. It is also important to note that at this 

time, between 1890 and 1909, there were approximately 1,902 recorded lynchings of black 

Americans by white people. This is the largest number of Americans of any race ever lynched in 

a two-decade period in American history. Booker T. Washington recounted,  

It might yet be observed that in the United States the race problem developed out of the 

need of the planter class, the ruling class, to keep the freed Negro exploitable. To do this, 

the ruling class had to do what every ruling classiest do; that is, develop mass support for 

its policy. Race prejudice was an is the convent vehicle. Race prejudice in the United 

States is the socio-attitudinal matrix supporting a calculated and determined effort of a 

white ruling class to keep some people or peoples of color and their resources 

                                                
47 Homer C. Hawkins. "Trends in Black Migration from 1863 to 1960." Phylon (1960-) 34, no. 2 (1973): 140-52. 
Accessed April 30, 2020. doi:10.2307/273822. 
48Thomas A. Upchurch. "To Empty a Running Stream: The U. S. Senate Considers the Butler Emigration Bill." In 
Legislating Racism: The Billion Dollar Congress and the Birth of Jim Crow, 23-45. Lexington, Kentucky: University 
Press of Kentucky, 2004. Accessed April 30, 2020. doi:10.2307/j.ctt130hvwn.6. 
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exploitable. Thus race prejudice may be thought of as having its genesis in the 

propagandistic and legal contrivances of the white ruling class for securing mass support 

of interest.49  

Sentiments like these are important to highlight but they inadvertently allowed such 

successful communities to form, through segregation and pushing black folks to live together and 

build in the space they were confined to. As a consequence of institutional racism in the United 

States, all-black towns formed from separatism. Most notably, in Oklahoma twenty-eight, all-

black towns were formed with thirty years of each other.50 The oldest of these all-black towns 

was Lincoln City, founded in 1889. Lincoln City was followed by Langston City in 1890, 

Liberty in 1893, Wellston Colony in 1900, and Ferguson in 1907.51 While these towns were 

formed in an act of unity from black people as a response to the racism and prejudice they faced 

after slavery, in a way, the same thing that caused these towns to be formed, also was a 

foreshadowing of what would be their demise. Black separatism, be it formed by choice or by an 

act of necessity due to white separatism, put back people outside of America’s economy.52 The 

difference between white separatism and black separatism is capitalism was and is shaped to 

serve white people. Not just through monetary means but through the value of social power, the 

ability to exercise control over the lives of others deemed ill-fit for society. As slaves, the labor 

and production of black people was America’s economy and that economy was under the control 

of white people. As free people, that control remained and took new forms. Standards and 

                                                
49 TOLSON, A. (1970). BLACK TOWNS OF OKLAHOMA. The Black Scholar, 1(6), 18-22. Retrieved March 28, 2020, 
from www.jstor.org/stable/41163446 
50 Encyclopedia. “Black Towns.”https://www.encyclopedia.com/history/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-
maps/black-towns 
51 Tolson, Arthur L. "The Negro In Oklahoma Territory, 1889-1907: A Study In Racial Discrimination.” Ph.D. 
dissertation, The University of Oklahoma, 1966. 
https://shareok.org/bitstream/handle/11244/2055/6611792.PDF?sequence=1 
52 Matthew C. Whitaker. Race Work: The Rise of Civil Rights in the Urban West. United States: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2007. 
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expectations of what it meant to be an American were placed on these newly freed black people, 

knowing that there would be no way for black people to live by and achieve the same standards 

as white people. Duties such as being able to vote, owning land, freedom to marry whomever 

they chose, granting of a fair justice system, political representation, access to education were 

placed as checkmark boxes that any true American would be able to obtain and continue easily. 

Failing to abide by such societal standards as a people, not just on an individual basis, marks 

such a group as not actual members of society, and therefore does not deserve its benefits or 

equitable consideration. In this, America essentially placed blame on freed black people for their 

oppression. 

While these lands were open I argue that they were not exactly free. What we know today 

as Oklahoma was considered originally as the “Twin Territories.” Those established in the Indian 

Territory were Tullahassee in 1850, North Fork Colored, Arkansas Colored, and Canadian all in 

1869. Gibson Station was founded in 1870, followed by Wyback in 1890, Overton in 1900, 

Marshalltown in 1904, Another town named Lincoln which was later remained to Clearview in 

1902, Rentiesville in 1903, Red Bird in 1902, Body, 1903, Taft in 1903, Bailey in 1904, Tatums 

in 1904, Wild Cat is also known as Grayson in 1905, Foreman in 1910, Chase in 1906, Summit 

in 1906, Lewisville in 1911, Vernon in 1913, Booketree in 1919 and Lima in 1919.53  

It is important to note here that the Great Migration was by no means the first exodus 

movement of black people in the United States. Thirty years before the Civil War, there was the 

emigration movement of Paul Cuffee. Paul Cuffee(born Paul Slocum) was the son of a freed 

slave and his mother was a member of the Wampanoag tribe. Paul Cuffee was in a very unusual 

                                                
53 Tolson, Arthur L. "The Negro In Oklahoma Territory, 1889-1907: A Study In Racial Discrimination.” PhD 
dissertation, The University of Oklahoma, 1966.  
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situation as he was born in 1759 already a free man, one hundred years before Abraham 

Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation. In 1766, Paul Cuffee’s parents bought a 116-acre farm in 

Westpoint, Massachusetts, where Paul grew up and changed his name, dropping the Slocum 

family name and adopting his father’s first name “Kofi,” which is an Ashanti word meaning 

“born on a Friday.” Paul would then Anglonize the name by spelling it Cuffee. Trained by his 

father to build and sail ships, by the 1780s, Cuffe established his mercantile empire employing 

African Americans and Native Americans as members. In 1815, Cuffee spent $4,000 of his own 

funds to transport some thirty-eight black people to Sierra Leone. Cuffee’s life and actions 

inspired future racial separatist movements and future separatist leaders like Henry Adams, 

Benjamin Singleton, and Edwin McCabe.54 

At the time, the Civil War was not referred to as the Civil war but to the second 

American Revolution. I find this wording very important in this context because a revolution 

signals internal demolishment and rebuild. War is a fight for freedom, a revolution is exercising 

that same freedom. I would argue that Reconstruction was an extension of the second American 

Revolution. As freed people broke away from slavery, they still had to contact lives within that 

same oppression social system that was designed to physically, economically, and 

psychologically disable those it enslaved. Stanley Elkins described in the piece Slavery that 

within American society, enslaved or otherwise, that “the Negro lacked the capacity to care for 

himself a free American was a conviction that slavery’s strongest opponents, not excluding 

Thomas Jefferson, could seldom escape."55 To even exist in America and not fill the position 

                                                
54Gates, Henry L. Who Led the first Back-to- Africa Effort. Arlington: PBS, 2012. Accessed on April 15, 2020. 
https://www.pbs.org/wnet/african-americans-many-rivers-to-cross/history/who-led-the-1st-back-to-africa-effort/ 
55 Jefferson, Thomas. “Thomas Jefferson’s Thoughts on the Negro: Part 1."The Journal of Negro History", Vol. 3, No. 
1 (Jan., 1918), pp. 55-89. The University of Chicago Press on behalf of the Association for the Study of African 
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designed for you is rebellion. It was assumed that freed people would not know how to react and 

cope in the world, but that assumption proved false. The marker of movement of freed people 

away from the places and people that enslaved them is one of the most prominent markers of 

rebellion against this societal assumption. One cannot meet the expectations of a society that 

never considered you a conscious being. You also cannot meet expectations that you never 

contributed to nor within a system that you could not participate in molding. 

Many argue that the Reconstruction period was the most critical time in history for 

African Americans. It is the blueprint for the human geography of black folk we see today. 

Scholars can explain a range of livelihoods of black folks from contemporary living settlements 

to national voting patterns to cultivated wealth. While the Reconstruction period is a very 

evaluative time in history, it is also important to highlight how important it was on those 

embarking in the Reconstruction journey. What does it mean to be free? Freedom means many 

things to many people but at its core it means choice. Freedom is not just a human right, but a 

human need. The residents of Greenwood migrated to Oklahoma out of both opportunity and 

necessity. Their affluence was the result of learning how to survive within a segregated system, 

and while this system did grant benefits, they were only temporary and as demonstrated with the 

massacre, was never built to protect African-Americans from white supremacy. 

 

The Massacre 

Now, I will be an account of the actual massacre that took place in Greenwood, 

Oklahoma. The information and personal narratives depicted in this section were collected from 

the Tulsa Historical Society and Museum(THSM). Established in 1962, the Tulsa Historical 



 25 

Society and Museum shares a rich and extensive history in the city of Tulsa. Their mission is to 

“illuminate the past, enrich the present, and inspire future generations by collecting, preserving, 

and presenting Tulsa’s history.”56 THSM is also the only museum in Tulsa focused on preserving 

the city’s history. Funds for the museum come through the Tulsa Tribune Foundation, and 

donations. It not necessarily the same as the National Museum of African American History and 

Culture which is federally funded in addition to receiving donations, and  also exhibits artifacts 

and narratives from the massacre 

It was a hot day Memorial Day on Monday, May 30, 1921, in Tulsa, Oklahoma. Dick 

Rowland, born Jimmie Jones was a high school dropout who entered the successful and lucrative 

trade of shoe shining and at 19 years old, was doing well for himself financially in Black Wall 

Street. The white-owned and white-patronized shoeshine parlors on Main Street where Rowland 

worked, were segregated, even the restrooms. Rowland and other black show shiners had to use 

the “Colored'' restroom located on the top floor of the Drexel Building, also on Main Street. To 

reach the top floor, patrons would have to ride the building’s sole elevator. This was before the 

majority of elevators were automatic, and such required an operator. On that cloudy May day, 

the elevator Rowland entered was operated by Sarah Page, a 17-year-old white woman who 

moved to Tulsa from Missouri. Accounts vary as to what happened in the elevator that day. No 

record exists as to what Sarah Page told police, and she later refused to cooperate with 

prosecutors after charges were filed. 57 Whatever did happen, caused Page to let out a scream that 

altered a nearby clerk. As the clerk approached, Rowland took off running, justifiably terrified. 

                                                
56 Tulsa Historical Society and Museum. Museum History. Tulsa: Tulsa Historical Society & Museum, 2020, 
Accessed on November 22, 2019. https://www.tulsahistory.org/visit/museum-history/#flexible-content 
57 Carlson, I.M. “The Tulsa Race Massacre.” Accessed November 15, 2019. https://tulsaraceriot.wordpress.com/ 
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The clerk made a conclusion based on his account of the scene, that a young black man had tried 

to sexually assault a young white woman.58 

It is important to note at this time that 1921 was a year of brief reprise from racially 

motivated incidents and riots across the Midwest, prominent in 1917 and 1918 especially where 

black men were lynched and instances of lynch mobs hunting men just like Rowland, accused of 

the same crime. Rowland ran into hiding until he was arrested Tuesday, May 31, 1921. In 

contrast to the previous sunny day, this Tuesday brought clouds and precipitation and a series of 

events that would change Greenwood forever. Rowland spent the day in the Tulsa County 

Courthouse, on the top floor. Rowland was appointed a prominent white attorney to defend him 

but his adoptive mother. Word of Monday’s incident spread quickly and was printed in Tulsa’s 

daily newspaper, the Tribune and, the World even quicker. The Tribune, being an afternoon 

paper unlike the World, had time to print the story in what they considered its entirety. The exact 

article no longer exists in its entirety however below is what has been recovered from the article 

titled “Nab Negro for Attacking Girl in Elevator:” 

A Negro delivery boy who gave his name to the public as “Diamond Dick” but who has 

been identified as Dick Rowland, was arrested on South Greenwood Avenue this 

morning by Officers Carmichael and Pack, charged with attempting to assault the 17-

year-old white elevator girl in the Drexel Building early yesterday. He will be tried in 

municipal court this afternoon on a state charge. The girl said she noticed the Negro a 

few minutes before the attempted assault looking up and down the hallway on the third 

floor of the Drexel Building as if to see if there was anyone in sight but thought nothing 

                                                
58 The Oklahoma Commission to Study the Tulsa Race Riot of 1921. "Tulsa Race Riot,” Oklahoma Commission to 
Study the Tulsa Race Riot of 1921(2001). https://www.okhistory.org/research/forms/freport.pdf 
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of it at the time. A few minutes later he entered the elevator she claimed, and attacked 

her, scratching her hands and face and tearing her clothes. Her screams brought a clerk 

from Renberg’s store to her assistance and the Negro fled. He was captured and identified 

this morning both by the girl and the clerk, police say. Tenants of the Drexel Building 

said the girl is an orphan who works as an elevator operator to pay her way through 

business college.59 

And here the article piece ends. The Tribune was known for its sensational reporting, yet 

even so, the language of this article tells a lopsided account of what happened. Before diving into 

the issues of the language of this article, that afternoon the World posted an article accounting 

the same incident. The World was considered moderately more forgiving to black populations. 

They were one of the only newspapers to refer to Greenwood as “Little Africa,” a perceived 

compliment. Here is what the article “Arrest of Young Negro on Statutory Charge Caused Battle 

Between the Races” in Tulsa Daily World wrote of the lead to the incident on June 1, 1921: 

The race riot rioting that broke out here late Tuesday night grew out of the arrest Tuesday 

afternoon of Dick Rowland, a negro-bootblack on a charge of assaulting a white elevator 

girl in the Drexel building on Monday.  

There was a movement afoot, it was reported among white people to go to the country 

courthouse Tuesday night and lynch the bootblack. This report spread over “Little 

Africa” and early in the evening crowds of negroes began forming. 

                                                
59The Tulsa Tribune. "Nab Negro for Attacking Girl In an Elevator.”,1921. https://www.tulsaworld.com/archive/nab-
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Rowland was taken from the city to the county jail Tuesday afternoon and his preliminary 

trial set for June 7 in municipal court. 

Roland was arrested on South Greenwood avenue early Tuesday morning by Officers 

Henry Carmichael and H. C. Each. He was identified by the girl after his capture. The 

boy did not deny the attack and said he stepped on her foot but did not scratch her in any 

way. 

The girl alleged that the negro entered the elevator and without any provocation attacked 

her. She screamed for help and a clerk in the Renberg store ran to her assistance. Upon 

his approach the negro fled and had been hiding until captured by the police officers 

yesterday morning. 

The girl is an orphan and is attending a local business college and running an elevator on 

off hours.60 

And here the article ends. The wording here. The word people is only used when 

referring to white people, black people are referred to as negroes, indicating a collective of 

beings, not people. The people move to the courthouse, they are granted movement. Rowland is 

referred to as a boy once and a negro three times, while the victim in question is only referred to 

as the girl. The article ends with a journalism tactic that is all too familiar when recounting 

radicalized incidents. The article paints a sympathetic picture of the victim, saying how she is an 

orphan, a local girl attending school and spending her spare time running an elevator. She is not 

named but she is humanized. The reader can see her, she is their friend, their neighbor, their little 
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sister, their daughter. They will continue to see her every time they see another elevator girl. 

Dick Rowland does not receive this treatment. Nothing is describing why he is a bootblack and 

what he does in his off-hours. There is nothing about his family or his association with being 

from “local” Tulsa. What the reader does see, is that Rowland is a negro, the same negro that is 

mentioned earlier in the piece. He is part of the negroes that form crowds. He is not a person.  

What would readers have thought if they knew that Rowland was also an orphan who had been 

living on the streets with his younger sister until he was taken in by the owner of a grocery store, 

and eventually took the family name of this store owner? What would they think if they knew he 

was a football player, and in his spare time shined shoes and made a decent amount of money 

doing so? 

In any regard, talks of lynching spread through Tulsa as soon as the Tribune article 

dropped, and were only reignited by the time the World publication made its rounds. A year 

before this incident, Roy Belton, an 18-year-old white man was lynched, held in the same county 

jail as Rowland, for hijacking a car and shooting the driver. Black community members posted 

themselves outside the county jail where Rowland was held, anticipating needed to physically 

defend Rowland from a potential lynching mob. As the Tulsa police also prepared to face a mob, 

the police chief had Rowland transferred to the county courthouse, which was considered to be 

more defendable. Rowland’s charges were later dismissed by a judge, but that did not change the 

fact that he was still in danger. Almost immediately a crowd of white people began to form 

outside the courthouse. By about 8:30 pm several carloads of armed black individuals were 

posted outside the courthouse as the white crowd, now a mob at 1,000 strong, continued to grow.  

The spark that allegedly set off the massacre was an incident between a white deputy and 

an armed black man outside the courthouse where Rowland was moved. As the deputy was 
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attempting to disarm the black individual, the two began to wrestle over the gun. As the two 

were wrestling, the gun discharged. Accounts vary as to the specifics of words and slurs 

exchanged, but it is clear that as the first gunshot may have been an accident, almost immediately 

members of the white mob and law enforcement opened fire and swarmed on the group of black 

individuals including veterans outside the courthouse. As the black men retreated, outnumbered, 

the violence moved up north along Fourth Street, two blocks north of the courthouse. First Street 

became the theoretical battle line until again the outnumbered black defenders were pushed 

further north towards the railroad tracks.61 

An account is given from William R. Holway, a white engineer, who said he was 

watching a movie at the Rialto Theater when he and other patrons were altering to the fighting 

happening outside when someone shouted “Nigger fight, nigger fight.”62 Another account stated,  

Everybody left that theater on high, you know. We went out the door and looked across 

the street, and there was Junkman's drug store with those big pillars. There were two big 

pillars at the entrance, and we got over behind them. Just got there when a Negro ran 

south of the alley across the street, the minute his head showed outside, some body shot 

him. We stood there for about half-an-hour watching...which I shall never forget. He 

wasn’t quite dead, but he was about to die. He was the first man that I saw shot in that 

riot.”63 

                                                
61 Carlson, I.M. “The Tulsa Race Massacre.” Accessed November 15, 2019. https://tulsaraceriot.wordpress.com/ 
62 The Oklahoma Commission to Study the Tulsa Race Riot of 1921. "Tulsa Race Riot,” Oklahoma Commission to 
Study the Tulsa Race Riot of 1921(2001). https://www.okhistory.org/research/forms/freport.pdf 
63 Ibid. 



 31 

William “Choc” Phillips, a black man who later became a well-known Tulsa police 

officer recounted the initial mania in his unpublished memoir: 

The mob action was set off when several [white] men chased a Negro man down the alley 

in back of the theater and out onto Fourth Street where we saw the stage door and dashed 

in ide. Seeing the open door the Negro rushed in and hurried forward in the darkness 

hunting a place to hide. Suddenly he was on the stage in front of the picture screen and 

blinded by the bright flickering light coming down from the operator’s booth on the 

balcony. After shielding his eyes for a moment he regained his vision enough to locate 

the steps leading from the stage down past the orchestra pit to the aisle just as the 

pursuing men rushed the stage. One of them saw the Negro and yelled, “there he is, 

heading for the aisle.” As he finished the sentence, a roaring blast from a shotgun 

dropped the Negro man by the end of the orchestra pit.64 

The massacre was in essence divided into two chapters: before and after “no man's land.” 

Before midnight the events that took place on the battleground in Tulsa were impulsive, from a 

place of fear and unorganized chaos. Between midnight and 2:30 am, strategies began to shift. 

The unstructured chaos turned into modern warfare. The riot shifted into a massacre. Intention 

formed from the side of the white mob. It was about more than just unleashing repressed racial 

tensions, the aim became to destroy Greenwood and make sure that it would never be a 

disturbance to their institutional and perceived privilege again. The physical destruction of 

Greenwood was only the tipping point, but never the full plan. The plan of erasure of Black Wall 

                                                
64 Ellsworth, Scott, and John Hope Franklin. Death in a Promised Land: The Tulsa Race Riot of 1921. Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1992. muse.jhu.edu/book/16522. 



 32 

Street and its inhabitants was just a necessary checkbox in the agenda to perpetuate white 

supremacy, and to silence any challenge to it.  

One aspect that makes this massacre so intricate was how contained it was. There were 

no forces outside the people that were present during the actual violence that was involved in the 

massacre. By this I mean, even members of law enforcement that were supposed to be Tulsa’s 

neutral sources of protection, were compressed that night by “Special Deputies,” volunteers from 

the white rioters that the understaffed law enforcement temporarily granted law enforcement 

duties to try to control the situation.65 In looking towards the rioters, the ones who shot first into 

open crowds, the ones who threatened to lynch Rowland as protectors show that the Tulsa law 

enforcement was only concerned about the safety and protection of only one side of the fighting, 

and that side was deemed more valuable of protection and had more valuable lives. It is no 

surprise that that side was the side of the white rioters and not the Black residents. There was 

validation through the law enforcement’s support of the white rioters that their cause was just 

and even necessary. Records show about 500 white men were sworn in by police officers. 

“According to Laurel G. Buck, a white bricklayer who was sworn in as one of these Special 

Deputies, a police officer bluntly told him to “Get a gun and get a nigger.”66  

The early instances of break-ins and looting occurred after this mass swearing-in as the 

new deputies raided sporting goods stores and pawnshops and hardware stores for their line of 

offense-guns and ammunition. The J.A. MeGee Sporting Goods shop at 22 W. Second Street was 

one establishment that was hit particularly hard. Amazingly,  J.A. MeGee Sporting Goods shop 
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at 22 W. Second Street stood directly across the street from police headquarters. 500 now armed 

and hyped up white mobsters took the streets and made quick use of their newly acquired guns 

and ammunition. This wasn’t about Dick Rowland anymore, this was an open range. The open 

fire taking place on the sidewalk and streets drew attention from other civilians going through 

what they considered to be any other day. The Tulsa Fire Department responded to the first 

neighborhood fires at 1:00 am.67  

While black and white men were still contemplating their next move at no-mans-land, the 

mobsters initiated the fires that would burn the rest of the night and into the morning. By 4:00 

am, more than two dozen black-owned businesses had been torched to the ground and this was 

only the tip of the iceberg. At no man’s land, the battle intensified as white mobsters advanced 

across the rail-years, the unmarked battle line drawn by the black fighters.68 The black defense 

grew in numbers at the rail yard, drawing them away from their homes and storefronts, leaving 

them vacant and vulnerable. This was another tactic taking the form of another predictable wave 

of violence, but in actuality was another step in the long term game of total erasure. 

While the strategy of the white rioters was deliberate and intricate, it was also blasé, 

which adds an extra dimension to the hour of the event. This was an event, white mobsters took 

photos of themselves at the massacre like it was a sports game or landmark. Much like how 

white families would set up picnics at lynches, bring their children, and take pictures in front of 

the hanging bodies. The display of black bodies was considered a conquest, one to be 
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documented and remembered. Attendants would pose like poachers in front of the animals to 

hunt for game. This massacre was not different from their perspective.  

Chris Messer offers an interesting perspective on collective violence. He argues that 

rationality and normal behavior essentially break down during periods of social unrest. Feelings 

of tension become contagious and spread. Much like how we believe that laughter is contagious, 

so are more unpleasant signals such as crying and even screaming. It is called emotional 

contagion and it would make sense if humans acted off emotions alone, but they do not. People 

move and live within societies with barriers and expectations of collective behavior. Typically 

these rules and expectations have steps for how to respond to mania and even chaos: rely on law 

enforcement to institute justice and peace, do not harm other people, and so on. If these rules are 

violated, then participants are punished, incentivizing compliance. However, during such times 

of chaos, societal norms are replaced with what Messer states, and I echo as “emergent-norms.” 

Emergent-Norms emphasize the formation of new and temporary norms for collectives to follow 

that replace the pre-existing boundaries of conventional collective behavior.69 Emergent-norm 

theory is helpful when examining behavioral guidance for an ambiguous situation, causing 

confusion and then chaos. Where emergent-chaos theory fails is in accounting for systematic, 

institutionally designed inequalities that result in different assessments of chaotic situations when 

certain cultural factors are present such as confrontation with a differing race and identity 

group.70  
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While the massacre is one instance, the underlying factor had nothing to do with 

Rowland. The violence that lasted for over 24 hours was due to white supremacy and the lack of 

protection for the black residents of Greenwood. The underlying issue of white supremacy is 

particularly difficult to tackle as it is not something that can be compartmentalized, it is a 

phenomenon. A phenomenon that is ingrained within the legal, social, and government structure 

of the United States and has been present since the exploration of the “New World.” This is the 

structure that allowed hundreds of white mobsters to destroy Greenwood and left the black 

residents defenseless. Even after the massacre, there were no arrests of any white participants 

while over 6,000 black Tulsans were arrested and held at the Convention Hall and the Tulsa 

Fairgrounds, for up to eight days.71 The state of Oklahoma and the United States failed the black 

residents of Greenwood by not recognizing their human rights and right to protection by the 

state. Instead, white supremacy was able to orchestrate the destruction of this community and 

prohibit the victims from being able to seek justice, playing into the ongoing agenda of silence,  

and disregarding international standards and norms for human rights and humanitarian law. 

 

Aftermath 

The gun violence and fighting came to an end on the morning of May 31 as a result of 

martial law being declared. When the dust settled, thirty-five city blocks of residential and 

business properties were looted, then burned to a cinder. Evidence shows that the methods used 

were to first, pile bedding, furniture, and other burnable material together, then to light matches 
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and set the piles on fire.72 Evidence also shows that homes were set afire from airplanes.73 Again 

this was systematic, while many homes were set ablaze, chosen homes were left untouched. 

Property losses including household goods were tagged to reach four million dollars and that is a 

conservative estimation. This was confirmed as quickly as July 30th, two months after the 

massacre, when lawsuits covering claims of over $4,000,000 were filed. A large number of the 

property owners of these homes and possessions could not be contacted as they were not heard 

from after May 31, 1921. Riot clauses in insurance policies allowed insurance companies to 

refuse to honor the payments of insurance money to the black inhabitants of Greenwood. Even as 

the discourse sounded the event shifted from being categorized as a riot to being marked as a 

massacre, insurance companies have still refused repayment. 18 legal suits were filed on behalf 

of Greenwood victims who had incurred a loss of personal property. These cases were brought 

by attorneys B.C. Franklin, I.H. Spears, P.A. Chappelle, Elisha Scott, and George W. Carry. All 

cases were dismissed in 1937 without the victims receiving any payments.74 

The total number of deaths resulting from the massacre in Tulsa, Oklahoma in 1921 will 

never be known. To date, the Tulsa Race Riot Commission, a commission made up of 

descendants of the massacre as well as Tulsa historians, have confirmed 35 individuals who were 

killed. These individuals were only counted as victims because they could be named, there were 

records of these individuals meaning at some point their names were tied to something 
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Oklahoma recognized as valuable. These individuals owned property, they engaged in 

commerce, they contributed to the economic infrastructure of Oklahoma.75 

Walter White who had been sent to Tulsa by the NAACP after the event, published a 

piece titled “The Eruption of Tulsa.” In that piece, Mr. White reported that the Salvation Army, 

“fed 37 negroes on Wednesday (June 1) and Thursday (June 2) and 20 negroes on Friday (June 

3) and Saturday (June 4). On the first two days, they dug 120 individual graves and a dead negro 

was put each one.”76 The Oklahoma State Board of Health supplied Certificates of death for 36 

individuals who died as a direct result of the massacre. In 2000, Maurice Willows reported to the 

American Red Cross that the death toll was about 300. This is based on evidence found in 

sources such as the Tulsa Police Department and testimonies from survivors. In the early 1970s, 

a Tulsa police officer uncovered a report that listed 300 bodies. The document has since been 

lost, but several Tulsa police officers have confirmed its existence. In 1999 several hundred 

people responded to a public request for information about the Greenwood Massacre that 

appeared in The Tulsa World. Many of the people shared similar accounts of fathers and 

grandfathers and other relatives driving trucks loaded with bodies to various locations in Tulsa.77  

Oral tradition has strongly been that bodies were buried in Oaklawn Cemetery or dumped 

into the Arkansas River or burned in the City Incinerator. There were additional accounts of 

bodies being carried via railway cars. Immediately after the massacre, martial law was declared 

in Tulsa and lasted several days. Under Martial law, civilian control over aspects of government 
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operations is ceded to the National Guard. Civilians that have been elected by the voting public 

to represent communities in state politics are no longer in power. Civil liberties such as the right 

to freedom of movement, freedom of speech, and protection from property searches are yielded 

to the military. That means that family members and friends and community members of the 

deceased were held under guard, away from their loved ones.  

Bodies that were able to be transported were done so under a heavy cloak of danger, as 

the grounds of which bodies were interred, were controlled by white authorities at that time, and 

therefore the act had to be done in secret, and the act of the strangers trying to transport victims 

of the massacre took their lives into their hands trying to pay respect to the victims as opposed to 

leaving them to the alternative. The alternative being that the victims of the massacre would be 

handled by the military, not by family members, and any resistance would be met with facing a 

military tribunal, or at risk of being detained indefinitely. For the bodies that were handled and 

buried by authorities, family members were not told where they were ultimately buried and there 

were no funerals, no opportunities to pay last respects, or say goodbye. For a community and a 

people with deep spiritual roots, being denied the ability to grieve and usher process to the 

afterlife through religious and spiritual rituals such as funerals and home going services, this act 

was another denial of humanity by oppressive forces. Bodies were certainly buried without any 

record made of who they were or where they came from. Not being able to identify and put on 

record those that perished during the massacre erases their existence.78  

In 2019, scientists led by the State of Oklahoma Archaeological Survey released to the 

public that they have discovered “anomalies,” identifying at least two mass burials that were 
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associated with the massacre. The scientists and researchers specified that the remains they have 

been uncovering are homicide victims. The first mass grave measures 30 by 25 feet which 

scientists claim is large enough to hold 100 bodies.79 The second mass grave is located in an area 

called “The Canes.” The Canes is a small piece of land near the Arkansas River that is hard to 

immediately identify as it is covered in overgrown plants and vegetation after decades of neglect. 

Scott Ellsworth, a University of Michigan historian stated that he believed after looking at the 

evidence of the uncovered mass graves, that the number of bodies could be as high as 300 with 

the possibility of music more. This is almost beat for beat the accounts given twenty years prior 

by the Dick Warner and forty years prior accounted by the Tulsa police. This 2019 finding 

validates the oral accounts given by descendants of massacre survivors explaining how they saw 

their family members transporting bodies to these very areas.80 Historian Hannibal Johnson said 

conservative estimates of the damage were between $1.5 million and $2 million at the time, 

which would be well over $25 million in today's dollars. What is not added is the financial gain 

that came by lawsuit claims and what that would surmount in today’s dollars.81 While these 

details are coming to light and public knowledge very recently, other reports giving evidence of 

damage and violence left in the wake of the massacre were recorded, yet were not acted on by 

the state of Oklahoma or the United States government. 
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Red Cross 

The Red Cross, the first and official relief program dispatched to Greenwood in response 

to the massacre reported the week following the disaster that 1,765 families in Tulsa were 

“seriously affected.” These families were made of 5,366 persons, 1,620 of which were children 

under the age of fourteen. 562 families were recorded to be living with other people. 1,115 

residences were reported to be destroyed and 514 residences were looted but not burned. The 

Red Cross obtained this information through door-to-door surveys. It is important to note that no 

accurate estimate of refugees can be made, but a total of 2,460 family cases have been opened, 

reading that 715 families temporarily left Tulsa, returning later.82 The latter referred to after the 

cotton-picking season and the beginning of school. These families had found an almost utopia in 

Greenwood, finale freed from forced labor and endless cotton-picking seasons. To have that 

heaven ripped away and forced to return to the toil of cotton-picking to continue making a living 

as a free individual, to then return to a home destroyed, causes feelings and actions similar to 

those of post-traumatic syndrome. 

Those that remained in 17x21 refugee tents well into mid-June were met with every 

unfavorable sanitary condition imaginable. At the time, there were no public hospitals in Tulsa. 

Before the fire there was a small private negro hospital and general dispensary for colored 

people, both were burned. This again echoes why this was a massacre and not a riot, the damage 

done was done so purposefully and intentionally to inflict long-lasting damage. Nothing was 

impulsive, everything was methodic. This particular tactic is seen during times of war when 

hospitals and medical professionals are targeted to prevent assistance from being an option to 
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their targets. The wounded and sick were taken to overcrowded private hospitals. 163 operations 

were performed during the first week after the massacre, 82 of them being considered major. 

There was a lack of sewage and also the inaction of the city authorities to place enough sanitary 

toilets in the area.83 Typhoid and other epidemics were avoided and contained through strict 

measures of segregating the few that did contract typhoid, and liberal use of vaccinations and 

disinfectants. 

The Red Cross did record that they cared for 48 white individuals, but their identities 

were strictly guarded, not wanting to be tied to the riots. All the patients were seen by the same 

Red Cross personnel, the Secretary of the local Red Cross chapter. There was only one claim 

filed as being an “innocent bystander” until photo evidence placed the man, who was white, at 

the place of the riot with a shotgun. Afterward, the claimant did not return to the Red Cross and 

the case went cold. 

The Public Welfare Board received a promise from the County Commissioners of an 

assistance fund amounting to $60,000, and on track to make $100,000. This was on top of the 

$26,000 the Board that started through campaign funding. Of that fund, $25,000 were made 

immediately available to The Red Cross through The Public Welfare Board. Then, in July, T.D. 

Evans, the mayor of Tulsa, declared the Welfare Board out of commission without explanation. 

In its place stood a newly appointed committee of seven individuals which he named “The 

Reconstruction Committee.”84 The foundation of financial support for The Red Cross was ripped 

away and the new Reconstruction Committee prioritized the transfer of “negro property” and the 

establishment of a “new negro district.” Mayor Evans and Committee Chairman Evans suggested 
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for the Humane Society to take over the responsibilities of the Red Cross in Greenwood, the only 

organization equipped to tend to the victims of the massacre. Despite strong suggestions for The 

Red Cross to immediately shut down operations, Red Cross personnel remained until December 

31, 1921, at the insistence of the County Commissioner, city authorities, black and even white 

populations themselves.85 

Just as it cannot be recorded how many died during the massacre, it is also impossible to 

record how many suffered injury, illness, and death from exposure and the inability to receive 

extensive care and recovery. The state failed the black residents of Greenwood in not protecting 

them from the violence of white supremacy, and they did not provide resources for recovery and 

compensation for their suffering, which was exactly what the survivors and descendants of 

survivors would continue to demand for decades to come. 

 

Alexander v Oklahoma 

In 2004, a group of lawyers organized by Charles Ogletree, law Professor of Harvard 

Law School represented the then 150 survivors of the massacre in a case known as Alexander v 

Oklahoma. While Ogletree and his team filed the lawsuit in 2003, the case did not reach court 

until 2004. The survivors were the ones that brought the suit to the State and City suing for 

damages sustained from the massacre. suit and asked the State and City to include information 

about the Riot in history classes, for educational scholarships for children of survivors, and a 

memorial. The victims claimed that “the continued renunciation of government culpability by 
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those in power created an impenetrable barrier to justice.”86This case was heard en banc. This 

means that it was held during a session in which rather than having a panel of judges specifically 

selected to overview the case, all judges of the court presided.87 Even O.J. Simpson’s lawyer, 

Johnnie Cochran, brought claims for money damages. 

An early but very telling portion of the case echoes my thesis on how if this tragedy had 

happened to another group, it would not have taken almost 83 years at the point for the issue to 

reach an en banc court session. “It is inconceivable that a government investigation of the 

incident of September 11 would have failed to count every person who perished, yet telling of 

the attitude that prevailed in Oklahoma in 1921 is that no effort was made to determine officially 

the number of those who died there.”88  

The result of Alexander v Oklahoma was that the court dismissed the plaintiff’s suit on 

the claim that the statute of limitations had passed which were two years. I believe that two years 

is a ridiculously short window of time for the survivors of the massacre to seek reparations. 

However, even with this framing of the statute of limitations for this case, Alexander v 

Oklahoma holds extraordinary circumstances that justify "equitable tolling the statute of 

limitations” as described by Professor Ogletree. "Generally, courts have tolled the statute of 

limitation when plaintiffs' failure to file their claims within the statutory period is excused by the 

defendant's misconduct.”89 Plaintiffs argued that their case warranted equitable tolling based on 

four warranting facts: (1)An “openly hostile racial environment” prohibited survivors to 

effectively use judicial processes to sue for damages caused by the massacre. A reminder that 
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Greenwood was under the governance of the National Guard after the massacre and typical 

government and judicial structures were replaced by marshal law. (2) The blatant denial of 

responsibility by governmental officials and refusal to recognize accountability cut Greenwood 

residents off from any government resources and assistance to try to seek justice. While 

resources were bartered for African Americans to sue for damages, the legal systems were not 

inactive as (3) a grand jury exonerated the white rioters that participated in the massacre. The 

final point was that (4) a grand jury indicted African-American victims of the massacre. In the 

2004 case, the plaintiffs pointed these past two points as obviously biased occurrences and 

should certainly warrant equitable tolling.90 

There have been cases just like this in the past including Bodner v. Banquette’s Paribas, 

in 2000 in which findings on claims by "Jewish plaintiffs against various banks seeking 

restriction of money and property that “[t]here is no reason that plaintiffs should be denied a 

forum for address their claims as a result of deceitful practices by the defendants which have 

kept them from knowing or proving the extent of these claims.”91 This is almost a mirror claim to 

what the African-American plaintiffs are proposing only four years after this case. 

There was also miscommunication within the en banc panel and the district court that 

complicated matters further.  With the plaintiffs’ arguments outlined above that the openly 

hostile racial environment existed in 1921 as it did in 2004 for the plaintiffs and as such, barriers 

prohibited earlier attempts to sue for damages. The panel of judges endorsed the court’s 

reasoning and affirmed the plaintiffs on appeal. However, both the panel of judges and the 

district court disregarded the other three arguments made by the plaintiffs saying "the district 
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court determined that "[t]here is no question that there are exceptional circumstances here" 

sufficient to conclude that "[t]he political and social climate after the riot simply was not one 

wherein the Plaintiffs had a true opportunity to pursue their legal rights.”92 This seems 

hypocritical as an openly hostile environment sets the stage for a government being able to deny 

responsibility for the tragedy, and it is what can exonerate direct participants of the massacre 

while successfully indicting the victims. Both the district court and the panel dismissed the three 

arguments as not, in fact, being exceptional circumstances.  

Disputes about the facts should be determined by a jury, not by the district court of the 

panel of judges according to Ogletree, and as is outlined in the supporting case, Redwine v 

Baptist Med. Center of Oklahoma Inc., of 1983. Redwine v Baptist Med. Center of Oklahoma 

Inc. outlines that “the beginning of the beginning of the running of the statute of limitation is 

usually to be determined from the facts and circumstances of the particular case; and, where 

these are such that reasonable men might reach conflicting opinions thereon, the issue is a 

question for determination by the trier of the facts,”93 meaning a jury. 

The Commission Report, which was made available before the involvement of the district 

court, “amply demonstrates that issues of material fact exist as to whether at least three 

circumstances alleged by the plaintiffs persisted until February 2001, namely the denial of 

responsibility by the government, the grand jury’s exculpation of whit rioters, and the grand 

jury’s indictment of the Riot’s victims.”94 It was only after the Commission Report that the 

government’s responsibility and exoneration of the African-American community were revealed. 
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This revelation outlined by the Commission Report provided the context to surrounding the 

pursuit for reparations to be able to change and allow the victims the ability to seek justice in a 

fair and just manner. While the Commission Report allowed new perspectives to be brought to 

light and provided African-American with the support to seek justice, justice was not found 

through Alexander v Oklahoma.95  

While the Commission Report seems to support the plaintiffs’ claims for equitable 

tolling, the panel and courts did not. During the proceedings, the panel of judges brought 

forwards the1982 publication of Death in a Promised Land: The Tulsa Race Riot of 1921, 

written by Scott Ellsworth. Ellsworth’s book presented a narrative account of the events of the 

1921 massacre, while the book is based in non-fiction, the writing of the book is structured like a 

story. The panel suggests that the book contained portions of the Commission Report, and its 

existence is enough to stop equitable tolling as it misinterprets the base of the plaintiffs’ claims 

which the courts believe is that the statute of limitations has not been considered before and their 

argument for equitable tolling to be considered in 2004 should be warranted. The heart of the 

argument from the courts and the panel was that this case was a question about the statute of 

limitations around seeking repayment of damages that occurred during the 1921 massacre. This 

argument was unfounded, as it was not the argument that the plaintiffs were making. The 

plaintiffs were arguing that the misuse of power by the government with their continued 

renunciation of their capability has prohibited African-Americans to seek justice. This 

fundamental misinterpretation of what the heart of the case was more than a misunderstanding as 

even when plaintiffs restating their arguments, they went unheeded by the panel and courts. 
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The panel and courts directly pushed back against the idea that there is an agenda of 

silence/erasure surrounding the massacre or as it is written in the case, “the conspiracy of silence 

surrounding the events in Tulsa of May31-June 1, 1921 and their aftermath.”96 The paneling 

courts claim that the existence of the book and the Commission Report negates the claim that the 

massacre has been forgotten to history, even as the plaintiffs and even The 1921 Tulsa Race Riot 

Commission stated otherwise. What the panel and courts failed to recognize was that erasure was 

not of the event itself, but of the damage done to the people and the significance of destroying a 

prominent black community and never granting them any reparation or restitution for the damage 

that was caused. The fact that a case was coming forward in 2004 that was not the first nor would 

it be the last appeal for acknowledgment and reparations supports the idea that there has not been 

any healing provided for the victims of the massacre. Acknowledgment of the massacre in 

reports and books in one thing, but acknowledgment without action is merely emblematic and 

does not benefit the victims, who should be the main focus of any kind of symbolic recognition.  

In the conclusion of the hearing, the court and judges ruled that reparations could not be granted 

due to the statute of limitations. One justice wrote in the decision, “While we have found no 

legal avenue exists through which Plaintiffs can bring their claims, we take no great comfort in 

that conclusion.” 97 

After the hearings, Ogletree wrote, "The Courts believe that the suit could have been 

brought in the 1980s, and we believe it could not have been brought until after the evidence was 

first fully discovered.”98 This was specifically referring to a 2001 report by an Oklahoma 

commission that investigated the riots. He continued, “since we filed this lawsuit more than two 
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years ago, over 30 of the original survivors...have since died, and we are deeply worried that if 

these matters aren’t addressed with urgency, more will simply die having never had their day in 

court.”99 

I argue that Alexander v Oklahoma does not violate the statute of limitations. It is 

important to remember when regarding statutes of limitation of gross violations of human rights. 

The United Nations states in Basic Guidelines that: 

Where so provided for in an applicable treaty or contained in other international legal 

obligations, statutes of limitations shall not apply to gross violations of international 

human rights law and serious violations of international humanitarian law which 

constitute crimes under international law. (7) Domestic statutes of limitations for other 

types of violations that do not constitute crimes under international law, including those 

time limitations applicable to civil claims and other procedures, should not be unduly 

restrictive.100 

Especially point number 7 that time limitations should not be unduly restrictive, a two year limit 

for the survivors of the massacre seems unduly restrictive. 

Also, the UN’s guidelines specified that the international human rights and humanitarian 

laws that were effective at the time of the event, do not necessarily have to be the standard that 

legal proceeding must abide by. “Adequate, effective and prompt remedy for gross violations of 

international human rights law or serious violations of international humanitarian law should 

                                                
99 Ibid. 
100 Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. "Basic Principles and Guidelines on the Right 
to a Remedy and Reparation for Victims of Gross Violations of International Human Rights Law and Serious 
Violations of International Humanitarian Law.” Geneva: United Nations, 2005. Accessed January 5, 2020. 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/remedyandreparation.aspx 
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include all available and appropriate international processes in which a person may have legal 

standing and should be without prejudice to any other domestic remedies,”101 meaning if calls for 

reparations happen in a later time period than the initial incident, then legal proceedings must 

take the most current international laws and standards into consideration. The pushback from 

judges to declare reparations claims invalid according to the UN’s Basic Guidelines, that statute 

of limitations does not apply in cases where international standards of human rights have been 

violated, and the domestic statutes in place have been unduly restrictive for the victims of 

Greenwood. 

 

Tulsa-Greenwood Race Riot Claims Accountability Act of 2007 

 Three years after Alexander v Oklahoma, came the Tulsa-Greenwood Race Riot Claims, 

Congress met to vote on passing the Tulsa-Greenwood Race Riot Claims Accountability Act. In 

1997, the Oklahoma Legislature created a commission to study the massacre. In 2009, Congress 

made the following findings: 

In 1921, Greenwood(a community in Tulsa, OK) was one of the most prosperous African 

American communities in the United States. Serving over 8,000 residents, Greenwood’s 

commercial district was known nationally as the “Negro Wall Street”. The community 

boasted two newspapers, over a dozen churches, and hundreds of African American-

owned businesses. 

                                                
101 Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. "Basic Principles and Guidelines on the Right 
to a Remedy and Reparation for Victims of Gross Violations of International Human Rights Law and Serious 
Violations of International Humanitarian Law.”  
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On the evening of May 31, 1921, the African-American Greenwood community of Tulsa, 

Oklahoma, was ravaged by a white mob. By the conclusion of the riot at midday, June 1, 

virtually every building in a 42-square block area of the community-homes, schools, 

churches, and businesses-was burned to the ground, and thousands were left homeless. 

Over 1,200 homes were destroyed. Every church, school, and business in Greenwood was 

set on fire. Approximately 8,000 African Americans were left homeless and penniless. 

Unable to rebuild, thousands of residents spent the winter of 1921-1922 in tents. 

Credible evidence supports the belief that up to 300 victims were buried in unmarked 

graves, an exact accounting is impossible.102 

In the wake of the white mob destruction of the Greenwood District, and despite Judge 

Loyal J. Martin of the Tulsa Emergency Committee making a public commitment to provide 

compensation for the victims of the massacre, a State-convened grand jury officially placed 

responsibility for the violence on the African-American community, exonerating whites of all 

responsibility. Neither the State nor the city undertook any investigations or prosecutions, and 

documents relating to the riot vanished from State archives. Ultimately, no convictions were 

obtained for the incidents of murder, arson, or larceny connected with the riot. 

There were over 100 lawsuits filed by Greenwood residents and property owners, and 

none were successful in covering damages from insurance companies to aid in rebuilding homes, 

buildings, and community spaces. This meant that residents were forced to rely on their own 

resources to rebuild or abandon Greenwood to search for a new home that wasn’t inhabitable. 

                                                
102 Committee on the Judiciary House of Representatives. Tulsa-Greenwood Race Riot Claims Accountability Act of 
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Throughout the commission’s investigation, evidence was able to be gathered and 

presented in 2001 that detailed the event of involvement by the "State and city government in 

prosecuting and erasing evidence of the riot (Oklahoma. State. Tit. 74 Section 8000.1 (West 

2005)).”103 The evidence from this Commission also prompted Greenwood residents to file new 

lawsuits such as Alexander v Oklahoma, "seeking damages for the injuries sustained in the riot as 

a result of the government’s involvement.”104 As such was the result of Alexander v Oklahoma, 

again the claims of Greenwood residents were dismissed as “time barred by the court, and so 

were not determined on the merits.”105  

 

Japanese Internment Camps and the Civil Liberties Act 

It is possible to grant reparations to Americans of ethnicity groups after a mass atrocity or 

gross violation of human rights. One of the most prominent examples is in 1991 when the United 

States Office of Redress Administration presented a $20,000 check to Hawaii survivors of the 

Japanese American internment camps which held over 120,000 people of Japanese ancestry 

living in the United States from February of 1942 to March of 1946.106 Before the presented 

check, in 1988, President Ronald Reagan signed the Civil Liberties Act. The Act was to 

"compensate more than 100,000 people of Japanese descent who were incarcerated in internment 
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camps during World War II. The legislation offered a formal apology and paid out $20,000 in 

compensation to each surviving victim.”107 The reparations served as an act of regret over the 

mistreatments people of Japanese descent experienced in the camps which were overcrowded 

barracks. The Civil Liberties Act was able to be signed by the President after both the House of 

Representatives and the Senate approved. The Act reaching the House and Senate is beyond 

what the evidence collected after the Greenwood massacre was able to produce. 

The uprooting of these families’ lives was not dissimilar to what black families in Tulsa 

experienced twenty years prior. People were forced to abandon their businesses, forced to 

relocate their homes and families, received little to no support from the state during and 

immediately after living in internment camps. Also, until 1980 when Congress investigated the 

camps, most of the American public did not know about the horrors inflicted on those with 

Japanese ancestry by the United States. A turning point for Japanese-Americans was the Civil 

Rights movement. "Inspired by the civil rights movement, the Japanese American Citizens 

League launched a contentious campaign for redress. It divided the community along 

generational lines.”108 The leader of the League was John Tateishi who himself survived living in 

the internment camps and felt that even after their release, Japanese-Americans faced shame and 

guilt and were viewed as traitors.  

In 1980, Congress responded by establishing a commission to investigate the legacy of 

the camps. After extensive interviews and personal testimonies from victims, the commission 

issued its final report, calling the incarceration a "grave injustice" motivated by "racial prejudice, 

war hysteria and the failure of political leadership. In 1980, Congress responded by establishing 

                                                
107 Qureshi, Bilal. “From Wrong To Right: A U.S. Apology For Japanese Internment.” NPR. NPR, August 9, 2013. 
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a commission to investigate the legacy of the camps. After extensive interviews and personal 

testimonies from victims, the commission issued its final report, calling the incarceration a 

"grave injustice" motivated by "racial prejudice, war hysteria and the failure of political 

leadership.” Robert Matsui and Norm Mineta, two Japanese-American Congressmen helped turn 

the report drafted from the investigation into legislative action, providing tax-free compensation 

and a formal apology. Norm Mineta said of the bill, "today I just feel that Congress is so 

polarized that I'm not sure a grassroots movement like this would have the kind of impact that we 

see resulting in the signing of the bill by President Reagan in 1988."109  

Since the 1990s, attempts to redress historical sufferings of African-Americans, the 

reparations paid to Japanese-Americans have been frequently cited. The extensive interest in 

Japanese-American post-internment camps does not seem to mirror the same interest paid before 

and during the camps. There was a lack of opposition from the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People(NAACP) to the initial internment of Japanese-Americans in 

1942. It could and should be said that at the time, there were pushes towards racial justice 

happening such as the founding of the Congress of Racial Equality(CORE) which was 

established in 1942 by James Farmer. CORE’s activism began also in 1942 when they began 

staging sit-ins in coffee shops in Chicago, IL, protesting segregated eateries. CORE ignited a 

chain of similar sit-in protests that took place across the country and led to CORE launching the 

peaceful protests of freedom riding. While the beginning of the Civil Rights Movement was 

happening, that does not take away from the fact that there was no virtually no support given to 

Japanese-Americans at the beginning of their internment. “Neither the NAACP nor any other 
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African American organization submitted an amicus brief when the Korematsu internment cases 

were before the Supreme Court.”110  

With that being said, there was also a lack of solidarity between Japanese-Americans and 

African-Americans during the Civil Rights Movement, although Japanese-Americans were 

strongly influenced by the movement. In the 1960s the fight for not only civil rights but for 

ethnic studies to be taught in university classrooms nationwide, young Japanese-Americans were 

motivated to build coalitions to demand civil rights and equality in the United States. In the fight 

for civil rights, Japanese-Americans specifically demanded, "open admissions at institutions of 

higher education, fair housing, anti-miscegenation laws, voter disenfranchisement, hate crimes 

and employment discrimination.”111 The 1960s were also a time of activism for legislative 

changes surrounding immigration. When the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 passed, 

laws that had previously restricted immigration for Asian-Americans were erased as well as 

"previous nation-origins quotas that had only allowed a small number of people to emigrate from 

Asia and naturalize."112 While the Civil Rights Movement inspired and fueled many minority 

groups to build coalitions and be more outright in demanding civil rights for their own group or 

groups, the Civil Rights Movement hurt the rebuilding of Wall Street by black Tulsans. After the 

massacre, many residents that fled Greenwood did not return, and the population began to slowly 

decline as the populations aged and very few new residents moved to the areas. Along with the 

aging community, integration brought a new business climate focused on urban renewal.113 
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Leases and work permits for buildings previously owned and operated by black people were now 

owned by white people. 

The reparations granted to Japanese example demonstrate that the Constitution can be 

correctly applied to Americans, minority groups, or otherwise. Reparations symbolize fair use of 

the United States justice and legal system. Grassroots organizations are not outlined in the UN 

Basic Guidelines; however, the push for this Act that was generated by grassroots movements 

was met by a response from the federal government did meet international standards for 

providing remedies for violations of human rights. The reparations paid were inclusive of 

compensation, restitution, access to equity, and promise of non-recurrence. By turning the Civil 

Liberties Act into law, the promise was cemented that holding Japanese-Americans in internment 

camps and taking away their rights and liberties as human beings, would not happen again. The 

satisfaction aspect of reparations was fulfilled with the acknowledgment of wrongdoing through 

a public statement and an apology made by President Reagan was coupled with the acceptance of 

victims of the internment camps to receive this form of reparations from the federal government.  

The question is why is the United States unable to grant reparations for African 

Americans who were victims of the 1921 Tulsa massacre when it has been done before as seen 

with the reparations paid to Japanese-Americans after World War II. An additional question I 

have when combing through this data is do reparations signal civil rights or do they symbolize 

civil rights? Can one substitute the other? Civil rights are a legal framework that is meant to 

grant people equal rights to resources and opportunities that the country provides. Civil rights 

also grant power to those who were previously powerless. This also means that those who have 

oppressed, lose portions of their power and capital gain. Legal frameworks mean an action that is 
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instituted, objective, and protected. Reparations can be a part of civil rights but they cannot 

substitute them.  

 

Conclusion 

My hypothesis is that the United States white supremacy prevents reparations from being 

paid to black citizens specifically in ways that it does not for other groups. The United Nations 

has set international standards for human rights and have clear outlines for how states should 

rectify gross violations of human rights. Based on these guidelines, the United States has failed 

the victims of the Greenwood massacre. Victims needed compensation for property loss and 

damages, access to health care, justice for those who were murdered and the means to be able to 

rebuild and re-enter their community. Since the massacre, judges have refused to provide 

restitution for victims citing reasons ranging from lack of evidence to prove accountability to 

exceeding the statute of limitations to have reparations paid. In the United States, reparations are 

neither a social, nor cultural matter but a political one and it has been through political means 

that reparations have been blocked for Greenwood victims. The United States can grant 

reparations, as seen with the Civil Liberties Act; however, reparations cannot be substituted for 

human rights or civil rights. A public acknowledgment without action is merely a symbolic 

gesture that does not aid in the healing and justice given to victims of gross human rights 

violations. 

In 2019, the television network HBO premiered the show Watchmen, an American 

superhero drama limited television series that is based on the 1987 DC Comics series Watchmen, 

created by Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons. As described in the show description "’Watchmen’ 
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takes place in Tulsa, Okla., 34 years after the original story. After a white supremacist attack on 

the local police department, which leaves only two surviving cops on the beat, laws are passed 

that allow the cops to hide their identities behind masks. One of these cops, Angela Abar, adopts 

the identity of Sister Night and fights racists while dealing with the decades-long legacy of the 

vigilantes.”114 The pilot episode begins with a horrifying visual depiction of the massacre itself 

as seen through the eyes of a child who grows into the story’s elderly narrator. The decision for 

the show to have the 1921 Tulsa massacre as a foundation is interesting especially considering 

that neither the 1987 comic book series doesn't mention it, nor the 2009 film directed by Zack 

Snyder. Also, and without spoiling the show, where the season ends do not reflect where it 

started.  

All this is to say that there was no real reason to connect the 1921 massacre to this show, 

it did not support or harm the overall storyline, but the showrunners decided to do it anyway. It 

was a very timely choice considering that also in 2019, mass graves were uncovered for the first 

time at the site of the massacre, increasing the total of presumed deaths and reopening 

discussions about the hate crime against African-Americans and evidently how reparations still 

have not been paid to the survivors and descendants of survivors of the massacre. While the 

attention Watchmen gave knowledge of the massacre a larger platform, bringing it to the 

forefront of national consciousness and teaching this historical event to an audience that may 

have never heard of the massacre before, this recognition should not be mistaken for a form of 

reparations. It is one thing to acknowledge history for the sake of history, but this does not affect 
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the present in a way that benefits those demanding reparations. Acknowledgment without action 

fails to benefit the targeted group.  

The multiple calls for reparations through court cases and public appeals demonstrate that 

not only have reparations not been paid, but there has also been a failure to acknowledge the root 

of suffering for survivors. At the end of Alexander v Oklahoma, the sitting panel of judges 

viewed the case as a matter regarding the statute of limitations and that was the reasoning behind 

their decision to not award in the plaintiff’s favor. The concern brought forth by Professor 

Ogletree and the plaintiffs was not a matter concerning the statute of limitations of the massacre 

but were from the time of the incident to the present, Tulsa officials such as local government 

and especially law enforcement, abused their power and their direct and deliberate hate crime 

against the town of Greenwood was a gross violation of human rights that have not yet been 

addressed. I argue that the ruling of the Alexander v Oklahoma case was not due to a 

miscommunication of interests between the judges and plaintiffs but from a refusal to recognize 

and acknowledge that the abuse of power that allowed the massacre to happen was not a single 

chaotic incident, but was part of one phenomenon of hate crimes perpetrated across the country 

by white supremacy and that such a phenomenon still impacts the politics of the United States as 

well as the livelihood of African-Americans today. It is also considered to be a hypocritical 

action to restrict a statute of limitations surrounding the 1921 massacre when reparations were 

granted to Japanese-Americans for enduring the cruelty they experienced while held in 

internment camps only 25 years later. Still, the burden of proof in a court case is different from a 

national call to remedy.  

The reparations granted for Japanese-Americans is a strong example of acknowledgment 

turning into action, and the decision highlights some key similarities as well as differences 
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between acknowledging what happened to the victims of the 1921 Tulsa Massacre and the 

victims of Japanese internment camps. The core of seeking civil rights is clear for both groups 

even with Japanese-Americans specifically citing the Civil Rights movement as motivation for 

their pursuit of civil rights. The internment camps were a marked executive order made by the 

President of the United States and it is then fitting, that in redressing the cruelty of the campus, 

reparations would be decided by the President and nationally acknowledged. This is different 

from the 1921 massacre which was a local event carried out by residents of the Greenwood/Tulsa 

area. Local execution of justice would seem both the appropriate response as well as an easier 

endeavor than organizing a national redress. In terms of local acknowledgement there is the 

Tulsa Historical Society which is dedicated to offering an accurate historical retelling of the 

massacre, but reparations still have not been paid to the survivors and descendants of survivors 

by the state of Oklahoma or the city of Tulsa.  

While the massacre happened in Tulsa, I argue that this does not mean that its redress 

should be limited to a state level. There is currently an exhibit titled Power of Place, dedicated to 

the destruction of Black Wall Street at the National Museum of African American History and 

Culture(NMAAHC) in Washington, DC. The exhibit showcases historical artifacts from 

Greenwood, OK in the 1920s such as school desks, clothing, and photographs from the time. 

There is also a continuous video playing of accounts of the massacre given by those who 

survived it, many of whom were young children when it happened and are giving their retelling 

as elders. The video is also coupled with newspapers and journal entries and other records all 

detailing the event. These memorabilia is important as it gives a key narrative description of the 

massacre itself, and how its destruction impacted the people that lived in Greenwood. There is no 

compensation for the artifacts. There are acknowledgments and exposure but I would not 
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consider the exhibit reparations and they do push back against the agenda of silence/erasure 

which is a good thing. However, it does not take the place of reparations. The exposure does 

bring more public and even national attention which I think may be beneficial in the future 

possibly.  

Before the opening of the NMAAHC and this exhibit in 2016, the Smithsonian did not 

cover the massacre in an exhibit. A huge function of the Smithsonian Institute is to educate 

masses on history and has more capacity of doing so than the Tulsa Historical Society, and I 

think that it is telling that 2016 was the first exhibit that highlighted the massacre. I also believe 

the massacre should not be constrained to state-level matters as the massacre was a hate crime 

perpetrated by the powers of white supremacy which dominated the country. This is why it is a 

matter of national concern much like the cruelties experienced by Japanese-Americans.  

To restate, my hypothesis is that the United States white supremacy prevents reparations 

from being paid to black citizens specifically in ways that it does not for other groups. The 

United States has a history that is framed through a white-oriented narrative surrounding a 

willful inability to recognize that incidents such as the Tulsa massacre are part of one 

phenomenon of US white supremacy. Reparations at their core are not necessarily a legal issue, 

but a political one, and at the core of politics is power. The failure of the United States to grant 

reparations to the survivors of the Tulsa Massacre reflects an inability to concede power. 

Granting power such as socio-economic gains and political power to African-Americans would 

threaten the structure of white-supremacy ingrained in the politics of the United States. To move 

forward and better itself as a nation, the United States has a responsibility to go beyond offering 

symbolic acknowledgment of the Tulsa Massacre. There needs to be a national decision to grant 

reparations that are almost 100 years overdue to the residents of Greenwood. If the United States 
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continues to consider itself to be the land of equal opportunity, granting fair reparations is a way 

of proving it. 
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