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PBS’S INDEPENDENT LENS TO
COMMEMORATE MARTIN LUTHER
KING JR. DAY WITH THE TELEVISION
PREMIERE OF “THE BIG PAYBACK,”
SPOTLIGHTING THE FIGHT FOR
REPARATIONS LEGISLATION FOR BLACK
AMERICANS, ON JANUARY 16, 2023

NOVEMBER 11, 2022

From Co-Directors Erika Alexander and Whitney Dow, the
Documentary Follows Alderman Robin Rue Simmons' Fight to
Pass the First Government-Funded Reparations Program in
Evanston, Illinois, Alongside Congresswoman Sheila Jackson Lee
as She Leads a National Movement To Pass HR 40

(San Francisco, CA) November 11, 2022 — In the summer of 2019, rookie
Illinois Alderwoman Robin Rue Simmons ushered in the first legislation of its
kind in the United States: Resolution 126-R-19 that devoted funds to local
reparations for Black residents in Evanston, Illinois. “The Big Payback”
follows Simmons as she leads the community on the uphill battle to obtain
reparations, or payments meant to correct for the historic systematic bias
inflicted upon descendants of African American slaves.

“The Big Payback” makes its television debut on PBS’'s Emmy award-winning
documentary anthology series INDEPENDENT LENS, to commemorate Martin
Luther King Jr. Day on January 16, 2023, at 10:00 p.m. ET (check local listings).
The film will also be available to stream on the PBS Video app.

Co-directed by Erika Alexander (“Living Single,” “John Lewis: Good Trouble”)
and Whitney Dow (“Two Towns of Jasper,” “Whiteness Project”), the
documentary spotlights the very first tax-funded reparations bill for African
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Americans that, due to the tireless efforts of Simmons, passed in Evanston,
Illinois, in 2019—400 years after the first enslaved Africans arrived in
Jamestown, Virginia. The program is set to deliver $10 million as a correction
for the systematic bias historically inflicted upon its Black constituents.
Alexander and Dow chronicle the bill's passage, and demonstrate how
Evanston serves as a model for the rest of the country when it comes to
enacting slavery reparations.

In addition to the trailblazing efforts of Simmons, Alexander and Dow also
chronicle the work of Congresswoman Sheila Jackson Lee (D-TX-18), who's
leading the charge in Washington, D.C., to pass HR 40, a national bill that has
sat in Congress for over 30 years, that would establish a commission to study
the legacy of slavery and consider reparations for Black Americans. The bill
continues to be a topic of discussion heading into November midterm
elections as the full House of Representatives has yet to vote on it.

Featuring interviews with political figures including Simmons and Lee,
scholars on the subject like Ta-Nehisi Coates, and community members who
support reparations and others who remain skeptical, the documentary
highlights the legislative process toward restorative justice in a Chicago
suburb and throughout the United States. Filmed over two years and through
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, “The Big Payback” also focuses on the
racial reckoning of 2020 following the death of George Floyd, which runs
parallel to Simmons’ and Lee’s work. While the racial reckoning of 2020 plays
out in the background, the two women navigate supporters and detractors in
this quest toward correcting historical wrongs.

“As a Black woman and a white man, Whitney and | come from polar opposite
backgrounds, but our American struggles are inextricably linked,” said Erika
Alexander and Whitney Dow, co-directors of “The Big Payback.” “So we've
partnered on this rocky journey and used our skills as storytellers to help
create a compelling conversation and shine the light on the visionaries
toiling in it. We're honored to do our part to energize and document this
powerful movement.”

Co-produced by Black Public Media and presented by INDEPENDENT LENS,
“The Big Payback” serves as a window into the legislative process to pass
reparations tied to slavery. The film features a myriad of perspectives in an
effort to kickstart wider conversations around a subject that's historically
evaded political action—until a small Chicago suburb and two fearless
women challenged the status quo.
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Visit the “The Big Payback” page on INDEPENDENT LENS to learn more about
the film.

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS:

ERIKA ALEXANDER

Erika Alexander is an actress and creator, making her directorial debut with
“The Big Payback,” co-directed with Whitney Dow, which chronicles the story
of the first reparations bill in American history for African Americans. She is a
co-founder of Color Farm Media and serves as a board member for One Fair
Wage and Exponent.

WHITNEY DOW

Whitney Dow is an award-winning documentary filmmaker and educator,
whose work has focused on race and identity for more than two decades. His
directorial credits include “I Sit Where | Want: The Legacy of Brown v. Board
of Education,” POV’'s “Two Towns of Jasper,” and the INDEPENDENT LENS
documentaries “When the Drum is Beating” and “The Big Payback.”

BEN ARNON

Ben Arnon is co-founder of Color Farm Media. Self-described as the “Motown
of film, TV, and tech,” Color Farm's mission is to bring greater equity,
inclusion, and diverse representation to media. Producer credits include “The
Big Payback” (INDEPENDENT LENS), “John Lewis: Good Trouble” (Magnolia,
Participant, CNN), and “Finding Tamika” (Audible).

XAN PARKER

Producer Xan Parker’s films and series include “The Big Payback, “Of
Medicine and Miracles, “The Holly,” “Rebuilding Paradise,” “Tigerland,” and
“Mind/Trip.” Working with HBO, PBS, Discovery, National Geographic, and
CNN, her films have earned festival awards, a DuPont-Columbia Award, and
nominations for Emmys, Academy Awards, and IDA awards.

CREDITS
Co-Director/Producer Erika Alexander
Co-Director/Producer Whitney Dow
Producers Ben Arnon
Xan Parker
Executive Producers Sally Jo Fifer
Lois Vossen

Visit the INDEPENDENT LENS website for more information.
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ABOUT INDEPENDENT LENS

INDEPENDENT LENS is an Emmy® Award-winning weekly series, airing on PBS
Monday nights at 10:00 p.m. ET. The acclaimed series, with Lois Vossen as
executive producer, features documentaries united by the creative freedom,
artistic achievement, and unflinching visions of independent filmmakers.
Presented by ITVS, the series is funded by the Corporation for Public
Broadcasting, a private corporation funded by the American people, with
additional funding from PBS, Action Family Giving, the John D. and Catherine
T. MacArthur Foundation, Wyncote Foundation, and the National Endowment
for the Arts. For more visit pbs.org/independentlens. Join the conversation on
Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram at @independentlens.

ABOUT ITVS

ITVS is a San Francisco-based nonprofit organization that has, for over 25
years, funded and partnered with a diverse range of documentary filmmakers
to produce and distribute untold stories. ITVS incubates and co-produces
these award-winning films, and then airs them for free on PBS via our weekly
series, INDEPENDENT LENS, as well as on other PBS series, and through our
digital platform, OVEE. ITVS is funded by the Corporation for Public
Broadcasting, The National Endowment for the Humanities: American Rescue
Plan, Acton Family Giving, the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation,
the Ford Foundation, and Wyncote Foundation. For more information, visit

itvs.org.
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