Monetary UBI approach frames anti-blackness in accounting terms which only goes insofar to frame black success as become closer to white being – That makes it impossible to address systematic violence and creates the worse forms of anti-black violence.   
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Harm repair arguments give reparations the role of fixing present harms causally connected to or constituted by past harms. These arguments tend to use a conception of harm (or wrongdoing) that considers the aggrieved party to have harmed the victim by lowering their standard of welfare from some baseline that they would have enjoyed but for the offense. Reparations ‘repair’ this damage by distributing benefits to the victim that closes the gap between their current state of welfare and this baseline, perhaps with some interest for their trouble. These arguments are popular in the legal community since they make use of legal ways of conceptualizing harm and injury. This view also seems like it is the best representation of the rationale given by N’COBRA (National Council of Blacks for Reparations in America) for why African Americans are owed reparations, which the organization positions as a response to the “many forms of injury caused by chattel slavery and its continuing vestiges.” N’COBRA also emphasizes that reparation is a principle of international human rights law. This view has a wide uptake beyond organizational politics, in part because of the strong rhetorical appeal and strategic utility of the ready-made legal framework of harm redress that these arguments tend to make intelligent use of. For example, Joel Morse, a professor of finance, and Jetaime Ross, a community organizer, “propose a very preliminary conceptual model that may be useful in addressing the reparations issue” which “relies on a standard forensic economics framework used in US courts. In a typical personal injury litigation situation, an injury (known as a tort) is brought for analysis and possible recompense or ‘making the victim whole.’ Typically, the first step is to estimate what income would be ‘but for’ the wrongdoing and subtract it from actual post-injury income.” More recently, William Darity and A. Kirsten Mullen’s from Here to Equality advocates for a “restitution”-based approach to reparations, which would aim to move the descendants of American slavery toward a “more equitable position commensurate with the status they would have attained in the absence of the injustice(s).” I agree that the harm repair view serves a useful role in some domains of political and legal philosophy—it makes sense as a way to think about justice when someone is injured in a workplace, for example. A major advantage of applying this view to the less discrete case of reparations is that it leads us to focus on “making whole” the descendants of those enslaved. It gets something very important right; in that it focuses on the present-day ramifications of past injustices for people’s lives and welfare. Nevertheless, I’ll argue that this strategy is missing something. It runs into serious difficulties in dealing with reparations claims like the ones advanced for trans-Atlantic slavery and colonialism. It invites us to view Black suffering in accounting terms—which political theorist Lawrie Balfour notes is a point of view well suited to process aspects of systematic injustice like the labor stolen from Black peoples under slavery but isn’t obviously up to the task of redressing other systematic aspects of suffering such as systematic sexual violence. Another, conceptionally related perspective is what Adolph Reed and Merlin Chowkwanyun call the “disparitarian perspective”: viewing the differences and disparities between racial groups as the primary or even sole method of diagnosing and responding to racial injustice. Disparities between the disadvantaged and advantaged group come to be how harm is understood, and the elimination of disparity dominates our imagination about solutions. But this involves a dangerously reductive view about racism and injustice, and a counterproductive one. As Reed puts it, the policy recommendations that issue from this perspective tend to “represent détente with rather than commitment to changing capitalist class relations, including those that contribute to intra- and inter-racial disparities in the first place.” Focusing on disparities is an effective rhetorical strategy but a blunt conceptual instrument. We could, after all, resolve racial disparities in criminal justice by judging white defendants more harshly and policing their communities in a more draconian fashion. We could mitigate the environmental racism dramatized in Flint by polluting white neighborhoods’ air and poisoning their wells as well. This would mitigate disparities, and perhaps even the stigma and dishonor of being connected to a racially or colonially disadvantaged group (since it would no longer correlate with lower standards of living) but it would not accomplish racial justice. Harm repair views often run afoul of this point; for example, recall that Darity and Mullen’s view of reparation treats eliminating “racial disparities” in things like wealth, income, and incarceration as a specification of how reparations would move descendants toward a “more equitable position commensurate with the status they would have attained in the absence of the injustice(s).” This shows the danger of the politics of incessant comparison, and of an anti-politics that is overfocused on the easy questions about what we are against. But justice is about what we’re for: we don’t simply want our children to get as good an education as white children, we want them to get a good education, which involves having a view of what a good education is and how it should be made accessible and distributed to people.
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