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Author Ta-Nehisi Coates, whose 2014 essay is credited with restarting debate over reparations 

for slavery, testified at a hearing before the U.S. House Judiciary Committee on June 19. 

Arguing that reparations is a matter of "making amends and direct redress," Coates made a claim 

about wealth that we want to check, saying: 

"The typical black family in this country has one-tenth the wealth of the typical white family." 

What we found is that he is citing the most respected and most recent authority on the racial 

wealth gap. 

White, black wealth 

Reparations, if eventually enacted, would likely include a formal apology for America’s history 

of slavery, as well as some form of financial compensation to descendants of slaves. 

Wealth is often confused with income, and while the two often go hand in hand, they are 

different. Income is how much money a person makes from a job or investments. Wealth is the 

value of everything a person owns after factoring in debt. The equity in a home, retirement 

savings and bank accounts, for example, are part of a person’s wealth. 

We asked Coates’ publisher for more information on Coates’ remark, but did not hear back. 

PolitiFact Texas checked a similar claim from Beto O’Rourke, a former Texas congressman now 

running for the 2020 Democratic nomination for president. O’Rourke said "black Americans 

have 10 times less wealth than white Americans." That rated Mostly True.  

Coates’ claim is more precise in that he referred to the typical family. 

The claim is accurate when speaking about family median wealth. Economists told us median 

wealth data represents a typical family more than would data on average wealth. (The latter can 

be skewed by families with extreme wealth.) 

Median wealth is the halfway point  — half of families have wealth above the median, and half 

below. 

Wealth is measured as net worth  — the difference between a family’s gross assets and their 

liabilities. 

https://ta-nehisicoates.com/about/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/06/19/us/ta-nehisi-coates-reparations.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kcCnQ3iRkys
https://www.politifact.com/subjects/wealth/
https://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/article/2019/apr/17/what-does-it-mean-when-democrats-say-they-support-/
https://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/statements/2019/jan/31/elizabeth-warren/warren-top-01-own-about-much-bottom-90/
https://www.politifact.com/texas/statements/2018/aug/23/beto-orourke/beto-orourke-says-us-blacks-have-10-times-less-wea/
https://www.politifact.com/texas/statements/2018/aug/23/beto-orourke/beto-orourke-says-us-blacks-have-10-times-less-wea/
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/recent-trends-in-wealth-holding-by-race-and-ethnicity-evidence-from-the-survey-of-consumer-finances-20170927.htm


Here, with some additional details, are the figures cited by PolitiFact Texas: 

2016 Family Median Net Worth  

White: $171,000 

Black: $17,600 

Hispanic: $20,700 

Other: $64,800 

 

The table shows that the median family net worth, or wealth, for black families was $17,600 in 

2016, or roughly one-tenth that of the typical white family. 

Those 2016 figures, from the Federal Reserve Board’s Survey of Consumer Finances, are the 

most recent available. Five experts told us that’s the most solid data source on wealth. 

The figures exclude some things that could be considered "wealth," such as aid from government 

programs, said economist Ryan Bourne of the Cato Institute 

The survey, done every three years, collects information about various family finances, including 

income, net worth and credit use. "No other study for the country collects comparable 

information," the agency says. 

It’s worth noting that the table also shows that black families closed the wealth gap with white 

families a bit between 2013 and 2016. But the report said "the long-standing and substantial 

wealth disparities" between families of different racial and ethnic groups "have changed little in 

the past few years." 

Why the gap? 

The report offered a couple of possible explanations for the gap: 

• "Well over half of white households are homeowners (73%), compared with just under 

half of black" households. 

• White households "tend to be older, more highly educated, more likely to have received 

an inheritance and less likely to be a single parent." 

A February 2019 report by the Federal Reserve Bank of Cleveland, however, drew a different 

picture. 

"We find that the income gap is the primary driver behind the wealth gap and that it is large 

enough to explain the persistent difference in wealth accumulation." 

Our ruling 

Coates said, "The typical black family in this country has one-tenth the wealth of the typical 

white family." 

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/recent-trends-in-wealth-holding-by-race-and-ethnicity-evidence-from-the-survey-of-consumer-finances-20170927.htm
https://www.cato.org/people/ryan-bourne
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/recent-trends-in-wealth-holding-by-race-and-ethnicity-evidence-from-the-survey-of-consumer-finances-20170927.htm
https://www.clevelandfed.org/newsroom-and-events/publications/economic-commentary/2019-economic-commentaries/ec-201903-what-is-behind-the-persistence-of-the-racial-wealth-gap.aspx


The best way to measure typical wealth is with the median net worth, and the most recent figures 

are for 2016. The median net worth  — gross assets minus liabilities — for black families was 

$17,600, about one-tenth the wealth of white families, which was $171,000. 

We rate Coates’ statement True. 

 


