Stolen Lives: Redress for
Slavery’s and Jim Crow’s
Ongoing Theft of Lifespan
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Reparations proposals typically target wealth. Yet slavery’s and Jim Crow’s long echoes also steal time, such
as by producing shorter Black lifespans even today. I argue that lost time should be considered an indepen-
dent target for redress; identify challenges to doing so; and provide examples of what reparations redressing
lost lifespan could look like. To identify quantitative targets for redress, I analyze area-level relationships
between Black lifespans and six measures of intensity of slavery, Jim Crow, and racial terror. Results reveal
inconsistent relationships across measures, suggesting difficulties in grounding a target for redress in such
variation. Instead, I propose that policies aim to redress the national lifespan gap between White and Black
Americans. The article concludes with a typology of potential strategies for such redress.
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Among the stories of violence Margaret Burn-
ham recounts in By Hands Now Known: Jim
Crow’s Legal Executioners is a series of incidents
in Alabama’s Union Springs in 1945 (Burnham
2022, 136-39). A stretch of Black businesses in-
cluded a shop and cafe owned by Edgar Ber-
nard Thomas and, next door, a barbershop

owned by Reverend James L. Pinckney. On Oc-
tober 13, Thomas’s business was visited by two
police officers. One was Dewey Columbus Brad-
ley, who had already threatened Thomas (per-
haps over interest in a woman with whom
Thomas was romantically linked). The other
was the assistant police chief, Hollis Eugene
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Whittle, who came armed with a sawed-off
shotgun. In front of witnesses, Officer Bradley
shot Thomas in the face and shot him several
more times as he fled, killing the sixty-three-
year-old. From his adjacent business, Reverend
Pinckney heard Bradley tell Thomas, “We’re go-
ing to run this damn town. I'll kill every black
son of a bitch in the street.” Later that day,
Pinckney was warned by the chief of police that
he must leave town to avoid Thomas’s fate. He
listened, fleeing to the woods (and ultimately
to Chicago) and leaving his wife and his busi-
ness behind.

The tragedies and injustices enacted on
Thomas and Pinckney on this one day in Octo-
ber 1945 illustrate a core aspect of Jim Crow: the
intertwining of theft and violence. Pinckney
lost his business and his home; Thomas lost
his life. Among the consequences of the wide-
spread racial terror recounted in Burnham’s ex-
tensively documented history are an immense
loss of wealth among Black Americans who had
sought to amass security through businesses
and property, and the losses of life that facili-
tated many of those thefts. Some victims of rac-
ist murder, faced with untenable choices, chose
dignity and defiance over life; or at least, over
preserving their lives at any cost. Others were
murdered with no such choice. As Burnham
puts it when summarizing the context of resis-
tance to Jim Crow elsewhere during the same
period, “In Birmingham in the 1940s, a Black
person—any Black person—could have been
killed by a white person—any white person.
And thus every Black person had to make peace
with the burden and duty of resistance, reckon
with premature death, determine their per-
sonal point of no return, and countenance the
politics of Black revolt, whether or not they
wanted to” (Burnham 2022, 190-91). The threat
of lost life was foundational to Jim Crow’s ter-
ror and to its terrible edifice.

These linked thefts—of wealth and of life—
are twin faces of racial domination in the
United States. They were the foundations of en-
slavement, which built extraordinary wealth

through stolen labor power: life’s work (Marx
[1867] 1981, 914-26). As the historian James
Oakes (2015) puts it:

When abolitionists denounced slavery as
“theft,” they had two different kinds of rob-
bery in mind. One was the day-by-day, year-by-
year, theft of the fruits of the slave’s labor. But
they were also thinking of a different, more
fundamental kind of theft. Human beings
own themselves, as a natural right, a right of
property, abolitionists argued. So when mas-
ters claimed slaves as their own they were ef-
fectively robbing the slaves of their property
in themselves.

Oakes develops the concept of property in
themselves to make a specific point about the
complex relationship between chattel slavery
and capitalism. But his distinction is also use-
ful from a broader perspective: slavery entailed
not only the theft of the fruits of the labor of
enslaved people, but also the theft of their self-
determination. The starting point of this article
is this reminder to think broadly about self-
determination as the most fundamental theft
enabled and enacted by America’s systems of
racial domination.!

Scholars and activists have articulated pro-
posals for reparations to address this history,
with increasing specificity and, over the past
decade, receiving increasing attention. These
proposals vary in their details, whether pay-
ments to individual African descendants of
slaves (Darity and Mullen 2020), community
land trusts (Franke 2019), or other mecha-
nisms. Yet nearly all share one target for re-
dress: stolen wealth. Whether focused on the
present-day value of specific thefts and injus-
tices associated with chattel slavery—estimated
at some trillions of dollars even without ac-
counting for Jim Crow apartheid (America 1990;
Craemer 2015; Darity and Frank 2003)—or re-
mediating the Black-White wealth gap broadly
(Darity, Mullen, and Slaughter 2022), these pro-
posals identify wealth as the appropriate mech-

1. In that sense, it is a complement to prior analyses such as Daina Ramey Berry’s (2017) assessment of the
economic value of enslaved peoples and how those values may have intersected and contrasted with their in-
ternal value of themselves, “soul values” (61-66), and one another.
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anism for redress even when the goal is to im-
prove health (Williams and Collins 2004;
Outterson 2005; 2008; Bassett and Galea 2020;
Taifa 2020; Richardson et al. 2021; Lawrenz
2022; Thakur and Martinez 2023).2 If stolen
wealth and stolen time are the two sides of
America’s system of racial domination, discus-
sions of reparations for that system have, by
and large, focused squarely on one side alone.

On one level, this focus makes sense. Wealth
is, perhaps, the ultimate proxy for power; and
research suggests that Black families’ eco-
nomic circumstances today are still powerfully
shaped by their own families’ direct exposure
to enslavement and Jim Crow (Althoff and
Reichardt, n.d.),’ as well as being powerfully
shaped by the larger economic context that
those institutions created. Yet it is not obvious
that attempts to redress stolen wealth can ad-
equately redress the other face of racial domi-
nation: stolen time. The loss of lifespan associ-
ated with being Black in the United States is
shocking in its magnitude. Black mortality in
the United States every single year has been
higher even than White mortality was during
the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic
(Wrigley-Field 2020).* Even before the pan-
demic, about sixty-eight thousand more Black
Americans died each year than would if the
Black population had the White population’s
death rates (author’s calculation). As the liter-
ary historian Saidiya Hartman puts it, “Racism
is a distribution of death, controlled depletion,

and a brutal allocation of chances at life” (Ro-
driques 2022).

If wealth is the best proxy for power, then, I
claim, time may be the best proxy for freedom.
This claim builds on a long theoretical tradi-
tion (Goodin 2008; Konzcal 2021; Cohen, n.d.;
2018; Rose 2016, 66-91; Marx [1867] 1981, 340-
416; Downs 2012, 16) and also a practical one,
in the sense that—according to the analysis of
historian Jim Downs—*“health formed a central
part of freedpeople’s campaign for rights”
(Downs 2012, 166).° Understanding stolen time
through this lens returns the theft of time from
a solely economistic understanding (time spent
producing wealth) to a human footing (time as
the fundamental resource through which we
pursue our own most important goals). Lost
lifespan may be a somewhat reductive proxy for
a broader construct: how lives, or whose lives,
are valued. Yet as the starkest possible determi-
nant of how much time each of us gets, it is also
an intrinsically meaningful outcome.

Because wealth is produced by human be-
ings’ effortful time, there is no sharp distinc-
tion between slavery as stolen wealth and slav-
ery as stolen time. This insight is particularly
clear in work by Thomas Craemer (2015), which
estimates the wealth stolen through slavery as
the wages that were denied to enslaved people
for their long hours and years of work, yielding
estimates of about $6 to $14 trillion in total, de-
pending on whether the stolen time in ques-
tion is the time spent working or the time spent

2. A few proposals, however, advocate for a broader set of health-promoting policies to address the legacies of
slavery and Jim Crow (Gaskin, Headen, and White-Means 2004) and racist policies generally (Russell 2022;
McLemore 2022), and for reparative policies to address the role of medical institutions in racist practice (Soled
et al. 2021). Another tradition, not focused on health or lifespans, articulates reparations explicitly as more ex-
pansive than wealth transfers alone (Kelley 2022, 114; Taiwo 2022).

3. Lukas Althoff and Hugo Reichardt (n.d.) find that the contemporary economic gap between Black families
whose ancestors were enslaved in 1860 and lived under Jim Crow regimes afterward and Black families who
were free in 1860 and lived in non-Jim Crow states afterward is nearly half the size of the corresponding Black-
White gap.

4. Age-adjusted White mortality was higher (worse) than Black pre-pandemic mortality in 2021, but notin 2020
or 2022. White life expectancy in each year of the COVID-19 pandemic was higher (better) than Black life ex-
pectancy has ever been (Wrigley-Field, n.d.).

5. Downs argues that “Freedpeople’s political mobilization for better health outcomes led local, state, and, most
of all, the federal government to consider the health of the emancipated population as part of their responsibil-
ity to rebuild the South. ... The Medical Division illustrates that freed slaves were the first advocates of federal
health care” (Downs 2012, 167).
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under the control of the enslaver, that is, all
time. This calculation hinges on enslaved peo-
ple’s time as the proximate object of theft and
translates that time into wealth as the ultimate
metric for redress.® Here, however, I explore
treating time as the ultimate object of theft and
ask, among other questions, whether wealth
transfers must—and can—serve as a proximate
means of addressing this theft. That is, I ex-
plore the idea that articulating stolen time it-
self, as distinct from stolen wealth, as a target
for redress might also suggest additional ave-
nues for repair that need not—and perhaps
cannot—be fulfilled via wealth transfers.

Can lifespans cut short due to racial subju-
gation truly be redressed? Certainly, no form of
redress is possible to those whose life has al-
ready been taken—a point I return to at the end
of this article. But two other potential targets
for redress remain: redress to those who have
lost time with kin due to (relatively recent) vio-
lent racial subjugation, and redress for ongoing
disparities in length of life that are associated
with slavery and Jim Crow. For kin (formal or
chosen), the particular psychosocial harms that
follow from a loved one’s life being unjustly cut
short could be compounded by the inability to
publicly mourn—a form of “disenfranchised
grief” (Doka 1999). The stories collected by
Burnham (2022) reflect, over and over again,
that mourning the victims of Jim Crow violence
risked further violence.” However, I focus here
on redress for ongoing inequities in lifespan
linked to America’s history of enslavement and
Jim Crow.

In what follows, I consider two questions.
First, can the contemporary loss of lifetime as-
sociated with slavery and Jim Crow be quanti-
fied? Second, what avenues are there to redress

stolen time? In the vein of the second question,
I ask: to what extent can wealth-based repara-
tions provide redress for these losses, and what
else might provide redress? In general, this ar-
ticle advances an argument that reparations
can better address the scale of harm committed
by American slavery and Jim Crow if they incor-
porate lifespan, while providing a framework
for understanding key difficulties and choices
in doing so in practice.

CAN THE TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY
LIFESPAN COST OF SLAVERY AND

JIM CROW BE QUANTIFIED?

If one wants to identify quantitative targets for
redress, there are two natural of proceeding.
One is to use the full White-Black lifespan dis-
parity as a target; the other is to compare states
with different intensity of histories of enslave-
ment, Jim Crow, and racial terror. Here I ask
whether this second, more specific strategy can
outperform the first, blunter approach in giv-
ing a meaningful quantitative target for re-
dress.

Specifically, I explore how state-level varia-
tion in Black lifespans and in the White-Black
lifespan gap is associated with states’ enslave-
ment and Jim Crow histories and analyze what
the results imply about the ability to identify
meaningful measures for quantifying the cost
of those institutions in lifespans today. I also
analyze those histories’ relationship with
White lifespans, insofar as this helps to under-
stand how those histories structure within-
state White-Black lifespan gaps. Many mea-
sures of enslavement, Jim Crow, and racial
terror are possible. Here I show that these mea-
sures do not agree, even qualitatively, on which
states had the greatest intensity of these atroc-

6. Many alternative procedures for translating lifespan into wealth are also possible. For example, such transla-
tions are built into cost-benefit analyses, including the “value of a statistical life” (Viscusi and Aldy 2003), which
in the United States is presently estimated at around $10 million but varies with age, peaking in the forties and
broadly following the age pattern of consumption (Kniesner and Viscusi 2019, 11-12). Similar translations are
implicated in many other routine contexts, such as in the monetary penalties enacted by juries in civil court
judgments related to wrongful deaths and in individuals’ decisions about life insurance (Friedman 2021). Such
estimations can support an alternative set of metrics for developing wealth-based reparations (see Darity et al.

2024, this issue).

7. The profound symbolic importance of honoring the lives of those that have died—and of being unable to do
so under threat of violence—also led Black funeral directors to play a distinctive and important role in the

struggle for Black civil rights (Smith 2010; Parker 2023).
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ities, nor on the relationship of that intensity
to Black lifespan and White-Black lifespan dis-
parities. These results imply that this natural
method for identifying targets for redress may
not work, at least, not without a strong basis
for preferring a particular metric to others.

To contextualize the results to follow about
state-level lifespan variation among the former
slaveholding states, I provide some brief de-
scriptive facts about those states as a whole (il-
lustrated in the online appendix).® Black and
White lifespans are each lower in the states that
had enslaved populations in 1860 than in other
states, by, at the median, about two years for
White lifespans and nearly three years for
Black. In addition, Black lifespans are substan-
tially lower than White lifespans in each group
by, at the median, more than three years in the
1860 slaveholding states and nearly three years
in the other states. These comparisons fail to
capture the fact that the Black population dis-
proportionately lives in the former enslaving
states, which is why the total lifespan disparity
in the United States is larger than the disparity
in each of these regions: life expectancy in 2019
(before the COVID-19 pandemic) was 74.8 for
non-Hispanic Black, and 78.8 for non-Hispanic
White, populations.

In what follows, I analyze whether these
lifespan outcomes also vary within the former
enslaving states in association with a variety of
measures of the intensity of slavery and Jim
Crow practices in each state, in order to see
whether there is a consistent relationship
across measures. I do not use control variables
because the point is to capture relationships
between American racial domination and lifes-
pan that flow through multifaceted pathways
that would implicate almost any realistic con-
founder as also being an intermediary variable,
and because the chance of a well-identified
causal effect is slim in any case. Instead of at-
tempting to causally isolate slavery and Jim

Crow regimes as a cause net of some other vari-
ables (that they also no doubt contributed to
causing), then, I explore whether their overall
association with lifespans can help us concep-
tualize racial disparities in lifespan as a target
for redress, much as total racial disparities in
wealth have been identified as one plausible
target (Darity, Mullen, and Slaughter 2022).

Quantifying State-Level Variation: Data

The primary lifespan data are measures of
state-specific period life expectancy for non-
Hispanic Black and White Americans, calcu-
lated as part of the County Health Rankings
and Roadmaps (CHRR) dataset (University of
Wisconsin Population Health Institute, n.d.),
based on restricted-access lifespan data from
the National Vital Statistics System.’ Because
the long-term consequences for mortality of
the COVID-19 pandemic are still unknown,
this article uses pre-pandemic lifespans by us-
ing the 2021 CHRR release, which draws data
from 2017 to 2019. Life expectancy measures in
this dataset therefore represent the average
lifespan of a hypothetical birth cohort whose
mortality conditions, over their entire lives,
were those of the same-race 2017-2019 popula-
tion in their state. I treat Washington, D.C., as
a state.

I use state-level lifespans, rather than more
disaggregated geographies such as counties,
for two reasons: first, because it is not clear that
counties have any analog of state governments’
“critical role in defining racial categories and
policing their boundaries” (Bruch, Rosenthal,
and Soss 2019, 164); second, because some
county-level estimates from the CHRR seem
clearly implausible (for example, life expec-
tancy above one hundred for both White and
Black populations) and likely reflect life expec-
tancy’s sensitivity to small-area variation. How-
ever, in an additional analysis reported in the
appendix, I use county-level lifespans from a

8. The numbers reported here consider states with 1860 enslaved populations versus all other states, including
those that were not states in 1860. Readers who are rightly skeptical of some exceptionally high estimated life
expectancies for Black populations in states where they are very small—Vermont and North Dakota—can take
comfort that these values have little influence on the median values reported here. For the appendix, see https://

www.rsfjournal.org/content/10/2/88/tab-supplemental.

9. Restricted-access data are needed to calculate race-specific life expectancy measures even for geographic
units as large as states because death counts at childhood ages are often suppressed in public data.
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different source, the Institute for Health Met-
rics and Evaluation (Dwyer-Lindgren et al.
2022), which raise some different methodolog-
ical challenges.

I analyze two outcomes that each imply dif-
ferent benchmarks for conceptualizing the
lifespan loss associated with states’ participa-
tion in slavery and Jim Crow. First, I analyze
state-level variation in Black life expectancy.
This outcome implicitly uses Black life expec-
tancy in other states as a benchmark (or base-
line). Second, I analyze state-level variation in
the White-Black life expectancy gap. This out-
come uses White people in the same state as a
benchmark.

As independent variables, I use four distinct
measurements of the intensity of slavery and
Jim Crow at the state level. First, I examine the
proportion of the state population that was en-
slaved in 1860. This measure was previously
found to be associated, at the county level, with
lower Black, and higher White, life expectancy,
net of various control variables (Reece 2022).
Second, I examine counts of Jim Crow laws
passed by each state before 1950. These laws,
some seven hundred in total, were originally
collected by Pauli Murray ([1950] 2016) and were
digitized and extended by Althoff and Reich-
ardt (n.d.). Third, I examine the quality of seg-
regated Black schools. The school quality mea-
sure was also constructed by Althoff and
Reichardt, who find large long-term economic
consequences of both Jim Crow laws and Jim
Crow school quality, using data on teacher sal-
aries, student-to-teacher ratios, and term
lengths in Black segregated schools during the
Jim Crow era, all previously collected by David
Card and Alan Krueger (1992). I reverse-code
this measure to indicate inadequate quality, so

that, like the other measures, it reflects the in-
tensity of racial oppression.

Fourth, I examine the historic racial regimes
index (HRR) developed by Regina Baker (2022),
a composite index of measures of slavery,
sharecropping, disfranchisement, and segrega-
tion—measures collectively spanning the ante-
bellum period, Reconstruction, and Jim Crow.
Baker uses this scale to assess the legacies of
racial regimes for poverty across southern
states, finding that a stronger historic racial re-
gime is associated with worse Black poverty
and, especially, Black-White economic inequal-
ities.”

Finally, in the appendix, I additionally ex-
plore two additional measures designed to
capture the intensity of racial terror at the state
and county levels, respectively. These are, first,
counts of Jim Crow violent incidents, collected
by the Burnham-Nobles Digital Archive (Civil
Rights & Restorative Justice Project, n.d.); and
second, counts of lynchings of Black Ameri-
cans between 1883 and 1941, collected by
Charles Seguin and David Rigby (2019)." Both
measures were collected from historical news-
paper accounts, a source that raises distinctive
measurement concerns, as described in the ap-
pendix, though these concerns are likely to be
substantially greater for the broader measure
of violence than for lynchings. Extrajudicial
violence also bears a complex relationship with
racial domination, in that it may occur most
readily when other, more formalized and rou-
tinized means of domination are not in opera-
tion or not reliable (Troesken and Walsh
2019).2 Yet, despite these weaknesses and calls
to more comprehensively measure racial vio-
lence, much evidence based on these and other
data sources show long-term consequences of

10. Unlike the other measures, which are defined to include all states in 1860 or all states that employed Jim
Crow policies, the HRR is defined only for states in the South as defined by the U.S. Census—which notably
excludes Missouri, a slaveholding state in 1860 in which Black lifespans are notably low today—and further
excludes Oklahoma (not yet incorporated in 1860) and Washington, D.C. An alternative version of the HRR, also
developed by Baker (2022), produces essentially identical results in the present study and is not reported.

11. Historical lynchings, as measured in a different database from the one used in the appendix analyses, were
previously found to be associated with county-level life expectancy (Kihlstrom and Kirby 2021) and with mortal-
ity rates for groups except Black men (Probst, Glover, and Kirksey 2019).

12. Lynch mob violence was also sometimes averted through “extraordinary interventions” in contexts where

demands of the political economy made such violence undesirable to, for example, manufacturing interests

(Beck, Tolnay, and Bailey 2016).
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racial terror (Cunningham, Lee, and Ward
2021).

Each of these measures is defined for a dis-
tinct set of states, but their bivariate correla-
tions, in the states where each respective pair
exists, vary widely. Unsurprisingly given that it
is constructed from other measures or analogs
of them, the HRR is tightly correlated with
most of the other measures: its correlation with
(reverse-coded) Black school quality is 0.94,
with the proportion enslaved in 1860 (which is
one of its four components) is 0.89, and with
the count of Jim Crow laws (a much simplified
version of which is one of the HRR’s compo-
nents) is 0.71.

Quantifying State-Level Variation: Results
Results of these analyses are summarized in
table 1, which presents, for each measure, the
difference between each outcome at the 75th
and the 25th percentile values of that measure
(with singular outliers omitted, as noted). De-
tailed, graphical results and summaries are
presented in the appendix. State-level mea-
sures that include Washington, D.C.—the pro-
portion enslaved in 1860, the count of Jim Crow
laws, and the quality of Jim Crow schools—are
reported with and without that observation be-
cause it is an extreme outlier of White life ex-
pectancy among Jim Crow states, with the
highest state-level White life expectancy in the
entire United States. Washington, D.C., has the
fourth-lowest Black life expectancy in the
United States, which does not make it an out-
lier among Jim Crow states. Additionally, the
count of Jim Crow laws is also reported without
Louisiana, which passed ninety-eight such
laws, nearly 50 percent more than the next-
highest state, Virginia, which passed sixty-six,
an intensity of legal disfranchisement that was
extraordinarily effective and damaging (Keele,
Cubbison, and White 2021). These two outliers
substantially affect the bivariate relationships
summarized in table 1 when they are included.
Across measures, the relationship of the in-
tensity of slavery or Jim Crow—when compar-
ing states that had slavery in 1860 or Jim Crow
laws—to Black life expectancy and to the

White-Black life expectancy gap is somewhat
inconsistent. For Black life expectancy, the pro-
portion enslaved in 1860, poor-quality Jim Crow
schools, and the HRR index all have a negative
relationship, and the count of Jim Crow laws
has a positive relationship. For the White-Black
life expectancy gap, the proportion enslaved in
1860 and the count of Jim Crow laws have an
unexpected negative relationship (as do both
measures of violence analyzed in the appen-
dix); the extent of poor-quality Jim Crow
schools has almost no relationship; and only
the HRR index has the expected positive rela-
tionship, which is driven primarily by that in-
dex’s positive association with White life expec-
tancy. In general, the geographic variation in
the White-Black life expectancy gap analyzed
here is more heavily driven by variation in
White life expectancy than by variation in Black
life expectancy.

The inconsistency of these results is per-
haps surprising in light of research finding
county-level negative associations (net of con-
trols) between Black life expectancy and the
proportion of the population enslaved in 1860
(Reece 2022)."* More broadly, the research on
the “long arm of slavery” finds enduring spatial
and place-based differences, based on county-
level and state-level histories of enslavement,
in Black levels of, and Black-White disparities
in, outcomes such as poverty (O’Connell 2012;
Baker 2022), educational attainment (Bertocchi
and Dimico 2012), arrest rates (Ward 2022), and
harsh prison sentences (Gottlieb and Flynn
2021). County-level lynching histories predict
contemporary use of corporal punishment in
public schools, particularly for Black students
(Ward 2022). States’ and counties’ enslavement
histories predict their consequential cultural
and institutional features like the political at-
titudes of their White residents (Acharya,
Blackwell, and Sen 2016), their contemporary
political suppression of Black votes and the
paucity of their welfare state provisions (Wil-
liams, Logan, and Hardy 2021), and the late-
twentieth-century growth of their incarceration
apparatuses (Duxbury 2023), though this latter
association partly reflects a complex history in

13. Other research identifies life expectancy costs associated with other forms of historical institutionalized

racism, such as redlining (Graetz and Esposito 2023).
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Table 1. Difference Between Bivariate Fitted-Value Lifespan Outcome at Racial Subjugation Measure’s

75th vs. 25th Percentile Values

Black Life White Life
Expectancy Expectancy Gap
1860 percent enslaved 0.10 -1.85 -1.95
1860 percent enslaved, Washington, D.C., excluded -0.19 -0.36 -0.17
Jim Crow Laws passed before 1950 0.20 -0.89 -1.09
Jim Crow Laws, Washington, D.C., and Louisiana ex- 0.32 0.26 -0.07
cluded
Jim Crow school quality (reverse coded) 0.05 -2.07 -2.11
Jim Crow school quality (reverse coded), Washing- -0.30 -0.37 -0.07
ton, D.C., omitted
Historical Racial Regimes index score -0.18 0.25 0.43

Source: Author's tabulation.

Note: Lifespans are life expectancies at the state level from 2017 to 2019 or, for lynchings with Black
victims, smoothed life expectancies at the county level from 2015 to 2019. The analysis of percent en-
slaved is limited to states where it exceeds 1 percent. Italicized values are from regressions that are not
preferred because they are heavily driven by very high White life expectancy in Washington, D.C. Table
A1 expands this table with results for two additional measures.

which other forms of labor control predomi-
nated in the South in the early twentieth cen-
tury (Muller 2021). This large research program
pinpointing slavery’s long-term space- and
place-based legacies (reviewed in Cunningham,
Lee, and Ward 2021) is not without nuance and
qualification, such as explorations of how de-
mographic change enables and constrains the
persistence of these relationships (O’Connell,
Curtis, and DeWaard 2020) and analyses of
mid-century racial terror as an intermediary
mechanism between slavery and contemporary
homicide that varied in intensity (Petersen and
Ward 2015). Yet despite its growing complexity,
this research program’s overall message is
clear: slavery reverberates. Its echoes are so vast
and all-encompassing that they are best ap-
proached on the terrain of ever-shifting meta-
phor: slavery has afterlives (Hartman 2008, 6);
it leaves a wake (Sharpe 2016). From this per-
spective, the somewhat mixed results found
here are unexpected.

However, other research seems to be broadly
more consistent with what is found here. One
study finds that the direct economic conse-
quences of enslavement had dissipated by 1940,
whereas the consequences of Jim Crow—and

thus also the indirect consequences of enslave-
ment, by putting formerly enslaved families in
whatwould become Jim Crow states—continue
to this day (Althoff and Reichardt, n.d.). An-
other study suggests that the consequences of
eradicating Jim Crow legal regimes for the sur-
vival of Black babies—a particularly conse-
quential determinant of life expectancy—were
immediate (Krieger et al. 2013).

To the extent that the results found here
vary across measures, they raise a question
about the extent to which parts of the legacy of
slavery research program, in which studies typ-
ically rely on a single measure, may have a “file-
drawer problem” (Rosenthal 1979). From the
perspective of reparations programs, one im-
plication of the results found here is that ef-
forts to use such cross-state comparisons to
calibrate metrics of lost lifespan probably need
to commit to a measure on theoretical grounds,
which may be difficult to justify.

Interpreting Geographic

Variation in Lifespans

The premise of relating Black lifespans to state-
level Jim Crow, slavery, and racial terror is that
the variation across states in the intensity of
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these regimes captures the way that those re-
gimes structure contemporary lifespans. That
premise may not be true. Indeed, both base-
lines that are implicated in these analyses—
Black lifespans in other states and White lifes-
pans in the same state—are problematic from
the perspective of identifying how racial re-
gimes and histories of enslavement and Jim
Crow structure Black lifespans today. The prob-
lems with the northern baseline are discussed
in the remainder of this section; the problems
with the White baseline are elaborated else-
where (Wrigley-Field, n.d.) but amount to the
fact that White mortality is hardly unaffected
by racism and the legacies of slavery (Metzl
2019; Malat, Mayorga-Gallo, and Williams 2018;
McGhee 2022)."

The act of comparing Black lifespans across
states based on states’ intensity of slavery and
Jim Crow implicitly imagines that other states
were fully outside that system. This is not true.
To deny it is not to deny the uniqueness of the
Jim Crow regime or to imply that living under
that regime was no different from living in the
North; Jim Crow was unique in its harms. Yet
there is something odd about the premise that,
on the one hand, slavery in the South still af-
fects southern states today, but on the other
hand, the fact that the entire country was
founded on slavery no longer deeply affects the
North. Indeed, Black Americans’ advances in
freedom—whether emancipation (Downs 2012)
or northward migration (Black et al. 2015)—of-
ten came at the cost of shortened lives, in the
respective contexts of abandoned Reconstruc-
tion and the brutal segregation of northern cit-
ies (Leibbrand et al. 2020), among other racist
policy responses in northern migration desti-
nations (Derenoncourt 2022)—despite substan-
tial Black organizing for health (Long 2016; Nel-
son 2011). It seems perverse, then, to use the
very places where lifespans were shorter, where
Black migrants bought freedom (from Jim
Crow) with freedom (their lives), as a neutral

measure of lifespan free of Jim Crow’s echoes
today.

This problem highlights a distinctive chal-
lenge of conceptualizing redress for lost lifes-
pan: the lack of a natural metric, which creates
the need for a baseline against which to com-
pare even if no good baseline exists. Attempts
at enumerating the scale of slavery’s theft of
wealth are plagued with challenges, but they
are conceptually clearer. One approach that
some authors have taken is to focus on a single
pivotal moment and ask, how much wealth was
stolen just through this one injustice alone?
(Logan and Darity 2020) This strategy does not
presume that no other atrocities matter or de-
serve redress; it simply makes the problem of
beginning an accounting more tractable. It
would be useful if comparing Black lifespans
in northern and southern states provided a
similarly revealing, if imperfect, starting point.
But the studies of wealth stolen in (in that ex-
ample) one race riot in Arkansas do not assume
that the wealth distribution is otherwise un-
problematic, whereas using Black lifespans in
northern states—or in southern states that en-
slaved fewer people or passed fewer Jim Crow
laws—as a baseline builds in the assumption
that those lifespans were not limited by slavery
and Jim Crow.

The analysis here explored a variety of mea-
sures of the intensity of slavery and Jim Crow
to see whether they might offer clear targets for
quantifying the degree of lost lifespan that
should be redressed. In the end, the variable
results across measures and the fact that these
racial regimes, in addition to being particular
to the South, were also integral to the United
States as a whole, suggest that—though per-
haps all American lifespans are shaped by slav-
ery in some way—the most meaningful target
may simply be the overall White-Black lifespan
gap in the full United States.” Before the
COVID-19 pandemic, that gap was four years of
life expectancy; during 2020 and 2021, it was

14. However, in contrast to the work just cited, see research by Ryan Gabriel and colleagues (2021) finding a
protective effect of racism and histories of White racist violence on contemporary White opioid mortality.

15. As in the wealth gap, too, an alternative strategy, though daunting in practice, would be to attempt to com-
prehensively tabulate lifespan consequences of systemic racism, including persistent discrimination in housing,
racial violence, and segregated public accommodations and public education—all common throughout the
United States in the mid-twentieth century, not only in the South.
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nearly six years (Arias et al. 2022). In the re-
mainder of this article, I consider what it could
look like to take, as a target of redress, giving
Black and White Americans equal access to
time.

WHAT AVENUES COULD REDRESS
STOLEN TIME SPECIFICALLY?

If lifespan is the target of redress, what is the
mechanism?

Can Wealth-Based Reparations Amount

to Health-Based Reparations?

In particular, can the mechanism be wealth-
based reparations? We know two things clearly:
one major pathway that produces ill health and
shortened lifespans for Black people in the
United States runs through inadequate income
and wealth; and income and wealth are not the
only source of the health and lifespan inequi-
ties that Black populations face.

That much lifespan inequity runs through
wealth is clear; research has found that wealth,
income, and other economic resources account
for substantial portions of racial inequity in
survival (Sudano and Baker 2006) and health
(Hayward et al. 2000), though others find that
such economic variables account for little ra-
cial disparity in certain important health out-
comes, such as cardiovascular conditions (Te-
itler et al. 2021). Three studies stand out for
results that suggest that wealth differences may
drive nearly all of White-Black mortality dispar-
ities. The first (Geruso 2012) finds that the vast
majority of the White-Black life expectancy gap,
excluding infant mortality, can be accounted
for statistically by economic and demographic
variables, although the underlying samples are
small relative to the task of estimating mortal-
ity in small age groups. The second (Himmel-
stein et al. 2022) finds that wealth differences
can statistically account for mortality dispari-
ties above age fifty. The third (Do, Frank, and
Finch 2012) finds that self-rated health can be
fully accounted for by socioeconomic status

when the latter is comprehensively accounted
for. Other research, however, suggests that
study designs that do not account for the race-
specific consequences of socioeconomic posi-
tion (and stressors) can overestimate those
conditions’ contributions to racial health gaps,
and that such contributions are substantial but
far from total (Brown et al. 2023).

The findings of that third study, among oth-
ers, may also suggest that wealth-based repara-
tions might improve health in ways that re-
search employing standard economic measures
fails to capture. Limitations of conventional
measures are (among others) that they mea-
sure the economic resources of individuals but
not their community contexts (Do, Frank, and
Finch 2012) and that they typically reflect a sin-
gle moment in time (Boen 2016). In contrast,
class evolves over the life course (Phillips, Mar-
tin, and Belmi 2020) and Black and White indi-
viduals with the same point-in-time economic
status have likely held it for different lengths
of time (Do, Frank, and Finch 2012; Boen 2016)
and different numbers of generations (Sharkey
2008). An adequate wealth-based reparations
program would provide flexible protection at
all stages of life: a cushion against poverty, a
way of limiting deleterious exposures, and the
possibility of making investments across all of
life, all benefiting recipients’ descendants as
well as themselves.'

Finally, some research finds that racial dis-
parities in death during key midlife ages—the
ages when most of the population-level lost
lifespan is concentrated (Bor et al. 2022)—oc-
cur exclusively among those with relatively low
levels of flourishing (Louie et al. 2021), a psy-
chosocial construct capturing holistic well-
being (VanderWeele, McNeely, and Koh 2019;
Levin 2021), and it is plausible that large-scale
wealth redistribution would sharply curtail the
prevalence of low flourishing, such as by limit-
ing poverty (Desmond 2023; Linares, Kan-
dasamy, and Vladutiu 2022) and enabling edu-
cation (VanderWeele 2017). Thus, across many

16. An additional challenge in generalizing from relationships between socioeconomic statuses and health
outcomes in the current context to counterfactual contexts is that causes of death are also differentially suscep-
tible to deleterious exposures at different life stages (see, for example, Leon and Walt 2000, 88-124) and large-
scale changes in socioeconomic positions would presumably cause complex changes in the population distribu-
tion of health conditions and causes of death, with many additional consequences and feedback effects.
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distinct lines of research, the idea that wealth
engenders health seems nearly undeniable,
and research offers substantial direct and indi-
rect evidence that a radical redistribution of
wealth toward Black Americans would provide
similarly radical improvements in Black health.

Yet much research also finds substantial
health and longevity gaps between Black and
White Americans net of their economic posi-
tion; indeed, some studies find that these gaps
are largest among the wealthy (Colen 2011) and
the most highly educated (Farmer and Ferraro
2005; Bell et al. 2020). Such findings have his-
torical echoes: a study based on detailed collec-
tion of death certificates in the Carolinas across
the twentieth century (Logan and Parman 2014)
finds that, in the early twentieth century, Black
workers in higher-status occupations had
higher mortality than those in lower-status oc-
cupations—the inverse of the White pattern.
Wealth does not protect against all forms of
discrimination; indeed, it can intensify risk of
certain kinds of discrimination by bringing
Black people into settings in which few other
people are Black (Colen et al. 2018; DeAngelis
2022) and where racial boundaries might be
most actively defended (Christensen and Tim-
mins 2023). These encounters are not benign;
the evidence that experiences of discrimination
can harm health through stress pathways is
pervasive and convincing (Williams and Mo-
hammed 2009; Lewis, Cogburn, and Williams
2015; Goosby, Cheadle, and Mitchell 2018), par-
ticularly for mental health outcomes (Paradies
2006), whose impacts on lifespan are indirect
but likely meaningful, and whose impacts on
the quality of life are clear.

Wealth-based reparations would not directly
address one particular kind of discrimination
with obvious import for health: discrimination
by medical providers (Smedley, Stith, and Nel-

son 2003; Spencer and Grace 2016; Nong et al.
2020; McClure et al. 2020; Bavli and Jones 2022;
Green et al. 2023; Brown et al. 2023), makers of
medical devices (Kadambi 2021), and police
and security guards in medical settings (Saadi
and Ray 2023)," leading Black patients to have
worse diagnoses, treatments, and outcomes.'
Such mechanisms may explain the finding that
Black Americans do not receive the same health
returns on socioeconomic status that White
Americans do (Boen 2016). Moreover, equiva-
lent wealth will not necessarily provide the
same health purchasing power to Black and
White Americans; Black people typically pay
more for goods and services of all kinds be-
cause of segregation (Williams, Priest, and An-
derson 2016). Discrimination also limits the
economic returns to wealth (Shapiro, Me-
schede, and Osoro 2013), particularly via
smaller returns on housing investments
(Thomas, Mann, and Meschede 2018).

To what extent do these lines of research
bear on the question of what would happen if
a major wealth-based reparations program
were enacted? Research necessarily tells us in
what ways wealth protects and fails to protect
in the current context, in which racial wealth
gaps are vast. It cannot directly tell us what
wealth would or wouldn’t be able to buy in the
vastly different context of a truly large infusion
of wealth into a sizable portion of the U.S. Black
population, an instance of the “SUTVA [stable
unit treatment value assumption] problem” in
causal inference (Morgan and Winship 2014,
48-55). For example, if wealth currently fails to
protect because some of its benefits are offset
by creating greater exposure to certain kinds of
discrimination, it might protect more fully in a
context in which wealthy spaces were more of-
ten Black spaces. More broadly, wealth redistri-
bution could indirectly improve health by re-

17. Notably, Altaf Saadi and Victor Ray’s (2023) analysis of newspaper accounts detailing patients’ experiences
of police and security personnel violence in medical facilities found that health-care workers, as well as security
workers, were implicated in many of the incidents (such as by calling on law enforcement to deal with combat-
ive patients). In other cases, hospital personnel (nurses, janitors, or other workers) were themselves the victims

of police violence at work.

18. Medical research also substantially under-enrolls populations of color on average (Oh et al. 2015; Scientific
American 2018), although the riskiest clinical research tends to overenroll vulnerable populations, including
African Americans (Washington 2006), and mandates to deliberately increase racial and ethnic diversity in

clinical trials are controversial (Epstein 2007).
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distributing political power and might disrupt
health consequences associated with being at
the bottom of a social hierarchy, and positive
feedback loops between increased health and
improved political participation and democ-
racy could result (Lynch 2023; Rodriguez 2018).

Consider neighborhoods. Neighborhoods
are powerfully structured by income and
wealth (Florida and Mellander 2015) and also
powerfully structured by race independent of
income and wealth (Taylor 2019; Coates 2014).
Neighborhoods also seem to have some genu-
inely causal consequences for health, some of
which flow through, for example, differential
exposures to polluted air (Wodtke et al. 2022).
To what extent would wealth-based reparations
disrupt Black Americans’ differential exposure
to pollutants? The answer seems to turn on the
extent to which wealth allowed Black residents
of the most polluted neighborhoods to move
to safer ones (Pollack et al. 2023)—moves that,
in the current context, are directly limited by
discriminatory housing practices (Christensen,
Sarmiento-Barbieri, and Timmins 2022)—and
the extent to which a greater concentration of
wealth increased Black communities’ ability to
fight for their current neighborhoods to be-
come less polluted (Currie, Voorheis, and
Walker 2023; LaVeist 1992; Williams and Collins
1995, 377-78). In terms of this example, one way
to cast the challenge posed in this article is
this: Would articulating the lifespan gap as an
independent target of reparations policy sug-
gest that wealth transfers be supplemented
with reparative environmental policies? If so,
the deep links between place and health sug-
gest that seeking to equalize lifespans might
finally allow people to realize the twin mobility
rights long denied by America’s racial regimes,
the right to move freely and the right to stay
where one is and have it be safe.

Finally, conceptualizing lost lifespan as a
target of redress might serve an additional, ex-
pressive function: the social goods that follow

from framing an injustice as something that
needs repair (Russell 2022; Walker 2013).2° The
experience of the 9/11 Victim Compensation
Fund, as recounted by Gillian Hadfield (2008),
may be instructive. Many families filed for com-
pensation much later than expected, and legal
experts interpreted this as reflecting disorgani-
zation or an expectation of a greater monetary
payoff through a lawsuit. Interviews with fami-
lies, however, revealed that their reluctance in
fact reflected a series of nonmonetary goals
that they weren’t sure could be achieved by the
very large settlements being offered to them:
information obtained through depositions, ac-
countability for their losses, and political re-
forms that would reduce the chance of similar
tragedies. The analogy may not hold. In the 9/11
case, people who had experienced a loss of
great public concern had to decide “whether to
resist the public characterization of their legal
interests as private and monetary” (Hadfield
2008, 648); yet because the White-Black wealth
gap is already socially defined as private,
wealth-based reparations would seemingly re-
frame it as public. Lifespan-based reparations,
of course, might also reframe that widely mis-
understood disparity (Deyrup and Graves 2022)
as well. Nevertheless, the 9/11 example illus-
trates that one yardstick for evaluating pro-
grams of repair is how fully they redress—or
even acknowledge—the fullest extent of human
freedoms that America’s history of enslave-
ment still tramples.

What Other Avenues Might There

Be to Redress Lost Lifespan?

Proposals and policies that aim to redress short
lifespans can adopt multiple strategies. They
can target short lifespans directly, aiming to
lengthen them. They can also aim to increase
time freedom while people are still alive, per-
haps granting greater control over time in total.
Proposals can also be universal (indirectly ra-
cially equitable) or targeted, and targeted pro-

19. Air pollution exposure in early childhood also appears to have causal consequences for subsequent White-
Black earnings gaps, which indirectly implies health and cognitive consequences of pollution (Colmer, Voorheis,

and Williams 2023).

20. Many ethical and political traditions—more broadly than in proposals for programs of reparations for slavery
and institutionalized racism in the United States—identify naming, acknowledging, and accounting for harm as
the foundational step in repair (Walker 2013; Colvin 2006; Ruttenberg 2022; Clarren 2023).
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Table 2. Typology of Example Avenues of Address

BLACK REPARATIONS: INSIGHTS FROM THE SOCIAL SCIENCES

Targeted

Universal

Directed at lifespan
workforce

Directed at other time loss  paid sabbatical

Open

mass expansion of Black medical

Medicare for All, pollution enforce-
ment, true public safety measures

fair scheduling laws, reduced ad-
ministrative burdens in public ser-
vices

Participatory budgeting-style program (targeted or universal)

Source: Author's tabulation.

posals can also be outcome-oriented or
process-oriented (participatory). Whether uni-
versalist policies can count—in the context of
an articulated motivation grounded in naming
a specific harm (Walker 2013; Taiwo 2022)—as
a type of reparation, or whether they can in-
stead function as a meaningful alternative to
reparations (Reed 2016; Taylor and Reed 2019)
is, to say the least, debatable (Klein and Fouks-
man 2022; Russell 2022); but it is, perhaps, no-
table that the quintessential universalist Amer-
ican health program, Medicare, grew out of the
civil rights movement (Smith 2016). In the next
section, I provide some examples of types of
policies that might provide some redress for
stolen time, noting more and less targeted ver-
sions of policies that adopt a similar strategy
to recovering time that has been taken. These
possibilities, discussed in turn, are typologized
in table 2.

One possibility involves a New Deal-style ex-
pansion of the Black medical and public health
workforces and community health infrastruc-
ture. A community health infrastructure
(Chowkwanyun 2022) could include creating
permanent bases of funding and other support
for community vaccination initiatives founded
during the COVID-19 pandemic to expand their
work into other health arenas (Faherty et al.
2021; Bile et al. 2022), perhaps drawing on mod-
els of infrastructure built around community
organizations that developed to help HIV/AIDS
patients (Kayal 1993); it could also draw from
examples of medical-community collabora-
tions to address the maternal health crisis for
Black birthing people (Hardeman et al. 2020).
Measures to radically expand the Black medical
workforce could perhaps constitute a specific

form of redress for the 1910 Flexner Report,
which led to the closure of all but two Black
medical schools; one consequence is the esti-
mated loss of between ten thousand and thirty
thousand Black medical graduates between the
schools’ closure and 2019 (Campbell et al. 2020)
and an unknown number of practitioners of
adjacent medical professions (McLemore 2022,
51). To succeed, such efforts would need to also
address factors that drive would-be Black med-
ical and health workers out of their chosen pro-
fessions, such as the “overpolicing” of Black
medical residents (Ellis et al. 2023).

Evidence suggests that expanding the Black
doctor pool could be extremely consequential
for improving Black health. Research finds
county-level correlations between Black pri-
mary care physicians and Black life expectancy
(Snyder et al. 2023) and finds that Black new-
borns are twice as likely to survive the days sur-
rounding birth if they have a Black physician
(Greenwood et al. 2020). Particularly compel-
ling is a unique experiment based on an Oak-
land clinic that randomly assigned doctors of
different races to Black male patients. Analysis
of doctors’ notes suggested that the Black doc-
tors had higher-quality interactions with their
Black patients than other doctors did, and un-
derstood their health struggles more holisti-
cally in context of their life circumstances.
Most strikingly, the study found results about
patients’ willingness to embrace preventative
measures that, if scaled up to the population,
suggested that having enough Black doctors
could reduce men’s Black-White gap in cardio-
vascular mortality by 19 percent (Alsan, Gar-
rick, and Graziani 2019). Notably, however, the
context in which Black doctors make such a sig-
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nificant difference is one in which Black men
suffer so many risk factors for cardiovascular
disease; in a context that successfully ad-
dressed the nonmedical sources of this dispro-
portionate disease burden, Black doctors
would have fewer lives to save.

This type of policy would be relatively tar-
geted; more universalist versions could be pol-
icies such as Medicare for All or other single-
payer health system, expanded enforcement of
pollution laws, or measures designed to limit
gun deaths. Despite the targeted nature of an
expansion of the Black medical workforce spe-
cifically, any such expansion would likely also
produce a model for similar expansions di-
rected at the rural medical workforce, which
might considerably improve White health and
longevity as well (Simpson 2020; Gujral and
Basu 2019).

A different approach would be to try to in-
crease time freedom among the living. Univer-
salist possibilities abound: fair scheduling laws
(Schneider and Harknett 2019) and other work-
place protections; efforts to aggressively reduce
the administrative burden required to receive
social services (Herd and Moynihan 2019; Herd
et al. 2023; Jackson 2021); targeted improve-
ments to transit infrastructure or expansion of
work-proximity housing for populations with
particularly burdensome commutes (Roberto
2008; Preston and McLafferty 2016); and poli-
cies, like Sunday closing laws, that promote ac-
cess to predictable and shared time (Rose
2016), to name a few. A policy that could be im-
plemented in a targeted or a universalist form
would be a paid sabbatical program (Day 2019).
Higher education faculty sabbaticals are,
among other things, a form of work time that
nevertheless has salutary effects on well-being
(Davidson et al. 2010); a reparative sabbatical
could, instead, be a paid period free of any work
or governmental obligations, with the right to
return to work guaranteed (as with leave, from
some employers, under the Family Medical

Leave Act, for example), in which sabbatical-
takers could pursue whatever they chose.

Programs and policies that reduced time
burden might also have multiplier effects
through improving health and thus ultimately
lifespans, as suggested by, for example, Cynthia
Colen and colleagues’ (2023) systematic frame-
work identifying time use as a social exposure
that patterns health inequities. Lack of time is
a major driver of unhealthy behaviors (Straz-
dins et al. 2011; Venn and Strazdins 2017; Covert
2022; Jabs and Devine 2006) and of stress (Mul-
lainathan and Shafir 2021), and consistent,
long-term reductions in time scarcity might
plausibly shape the subjective time valuations
that also influence health behaviors (Daugh-
erty and Brase 2010). Parents’ and kin’s greater
control over time in key moments in children’s
and other loved ones’ lives might also produce
spillover benefits to health (Stearns 2015).

A final category is participatory. Redress
might take the form of a dedicated reparations
fund, distinct from individual payments, meant
to target lost time in particular. A collaborative
process among those deemed eligible for indi-
vidual payment, whether African descendants
of slaves or some broader constituency (Jones
2021), could allow recipients to decide collec-
tively what would do the most to return their
time to them. Such a process could be modeled
on examples of participatory budgeting (Fung
and Wright 2011) and draw on lessons learned
in analyses of victim compensation funds, such
as the importance of recipients feeling like ac-
tive participants (Feinberg 2005, 274-75). No
one can better determine what would return
time to the people it is being stolen from than
those people themselves. Moreover, participa-
tory processes could, perhaps uniquely, remain
open to identifying—and seeking to amelio-
rate—further, potentially overlooked, dimen-
sions of harm arising from slavery and Jim
Crow that can still be redressed, for survivors
and descendants, today.*

21. For example, time loss is itself only one form of a broader, multidimensional well-being, transcending wealth,
that has been denied to enslaved people and, disproportionately, to their descendants. Benjamin Schneider
(2022) argues that another consequential component of well-being is job quality, encompassing not only pay
(and stability of employment) but also control, risk (to health), intensity, and repetitiveness; although it is not
relevant to Schneider’s historical study, one might also imagine job meaningfulness. One might envision par-
ticipatory processes with a broad remit seeking to address many distinct dimensions of harm to wellbeing in
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On the other hand, there may be something
unsatisfactory about seeking to redress a popu-
lation’s lost time through a process that de-
mands of that same population that they take
part in a time-consuming process of political
participation (on the time demands of partici-
patory democracy, see Cohen and Rogers 2003).
Moreover, even though the strength of a par-
ticipatory process is precisely its open-
endedness, that very characteristic can be hard
to maintain in practice. “The democratic pro-
cess begins by defining the democratic body”
(Demsas 2023) and the geographic scale at
which participatory processes take place would
likely circumscribe what kinds of options they
could realistically consider.

CONCLUSION

In How the Word Is Passed, his book on how slav-
ery is remembered and forgotten in the United
States, Clint Smith (2021, 104) quotes a poem
that Mark King published in the Angola peni-
tentiary’s prison magazine, The Angolite:

A century of forced labor, blood and pain.
Lives wasted, buried in shame.
Slavemasters oversee their daily tasks
Hidden behind century-old sadistic masks.
The world has passed this deathly land by.
The inhabitants still ask why.

“Lives wasted, buried in shame.” The poem
evokes the memoirist and theorist Hafizah Au-
gustus Geter: “I began to name my shame what
it really was: America testing how long its his-
tory could last” (2022, xxvii). This is the funda-
mental harm that cries out for redress. Slavery
was predicated on stealing human beings’ la-
bor—their time and effort and creativity. This
theft cannot be reduced to the theft of the
wealth that they produced, because the ways

that enslavement wasted lives were not only
misdirected outputs, but also misdirected in-
puts: turning human beings’ most human
qualities into instruments for others’ wealth
and freedom at the expense of their own. The
historian Walter Johnson (2016) puts this point
like this (in an essay that Smith also draws on):

[The] language of “dehumanization” is mis-
leading because slavery depended upon the
human capacities of enslaved people. It de-
pended upon their reproduction. It depended
upon their labor. And it depended upon their
sentience. Enslaved people could be taught:
their intelligence made them valuable. They
could be manipulated: their desires could
make them pliable. They could be terrorized:
their fears could make them controllable.
And they could be tortured: beaten, starved,
raped, humiliated, degraded. It is these last
that are conventionally understood to be the
most “inhuman” of slaveholders’ actions and
those that most “dehumanized” enslaved
people. And yet these actions epitomize the
failure of this set of terms to capture what was
at stake in slaveholding violence: the extent
to which slaveholders depended upon vio-
lated slaves to bear witness, to provide satis-
faction, to provide a living, human register of
slaveholders’ power.

Johnson’s point, as I read it, is that a planta-
tion owner or householder who obtained a
wealth-making machine would not get all the
things from it that they got from enslaving hu-
man beings.?” This point is relevant, though
less relevant than that someone who had all
their wealth stolen from them would not lose
anything like what was taken from people who
were enslaved. From both perspectives, wealth
is a by-product of the true theft: the theft of hu-

creative ways. This suggestion is broadly consistent with the approach taken by Olufémi O. Taiwo (2022), who
argues for aggressive decarbonization efforts as a form of reparations for slavery and colonialism.

22.The slavery scholar Saidiya Hartman makes a similar point about “the category crisis of human flesh and
sentient commodity” differently: “In the archive of slavery, | encountered a paradox: the recognition of the
slave’s humanity and status as a subject extended and intensified servitude and dispossession, rather than
conferring some small measure of rights and protection. The attributes of the human—will, consciousness,
reason, agency, and responsibility—were the inroads of discipline, punishment, and mortification. This para-
dox foreshadowed the subject of freedom and the limits of personhood bound indissolubly to property”

(Hartman 2022).

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



STOLEN LIVES

manity. There is something deeply limiting
about reducing the meaning of stealing human
beings’ lives to stealing the wealth that they
produced.

Despite this limitation, wealth has—Ilegiti-
mately—been the focus of efforts at repair be-
cause wealth confers expansive, flexible power
in a way that almost nothing else does. Perhaps
a further reason that efforts at redress have fo-
cused on wealth is that it is transferable and
fungible. Wealth is passed over generations;
this is one major mechanism by which the theft
of wealth hundreds of years ago creates injus-
tice anew today, and it also creates a common-
sense target for redress. But time does not
transfer; no redress is possible for lives already
cut short. That stark impossibility has no solu-
tion, and yet it also should inform the urgency
with which any attempt at repair is undertaken;
in the Evanston, Illinois, housing reparations
program, six eligible would-be recipients have
already died on the waiting list (Newton and
Nelsen 2024).

At the end of Brittany Allen’s (2022) Red-
wood, about slavery’s reverberation through
generations, the play’s main protagonist Meg
poses a question of her ancestors: “I guess I
wonder if they ever dreamed about us.” Four
ancestors respond. Napoleon, the son of an en-
slaved woman and an enslaver, freed in his fa-
ther’s will, says, “Dear clan: I did, I dreamed of
you. Of course I dared to hope my descendants
would know more freedom than I did. And your
Great-Great-Great-Great Grandpa Napoleon
would smile now to see you moving your beau-
tiful brown bodies with abandon, to see the re-
silience that lives on in your cells.” But that en-
slaved woman herself, Napoleon’s mother
Alameda, has a very different perspective, that
culminates this way:

Did I dream about you?

When my tendons were slashed, my babies
taken away?

no, children, no

there was no time for dreaming

He raped me for years and years.

I was never not pregnant, I was never not
terrified, and as you cannot imagine my
pain, I

cannot bless your pleasure
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if I had it my way, y’all wouldn’t exist. None
of you. For there can be nothing good
across a

line like this.

As Alameda insists, no freedom for her son
and his children and their children could re-
dress what was done to her. There can be no
redress for the theft of lifespans in the past. Yet,
by the same token, no future redress will be
possible for the lives being cut short now, for
the millions of Black Americans who will die
younger than they would had they lived and
died like White people do, and who cannot live
and die like White people do because they live
in a country that built itself through enslaving
Black people. The time for redress was in the
past; it also is now.
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