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Hi everyone. First of all thank you Katja and Hanna for organising this panel! Apologies I missed the morning session, but also thank you to all my fellow panellists for what I am sure will be super interesting presentations. 

In 2019, the American Society of International Law, in collaboration with the Centre of Reparation Research at the University of the West Indies, held a Symposium on the Lawfulness of Transatlantic Chattel Slavery – also known as TCS. Concluding that TCS was unlawful on the basis of the law applicable at the time, they decided to hold a second Symposium, in which the Brattle Group presented their initial Report on Reparations. 

The Brattle Group is a global economic consulting firm that provides economic, financial, and regulatory advice to corporations, law firms, and public agencies. And it is their ‘Report on Reparations for Transatlantic Chattel Slavery in the Americas and the Caribbean’ -  also known as the ‘Brattle Report’ - which was published in 2023, which I will centre my presentation on. 

It's a ground-breaking report that meticulously outlines the financial compensation owed by former enslaving countries to those that were enslaved. Crucially – especially to this panel - they make it very clear at the outset that no amount of money can repair the harm caused by TCS. Instead they endeavour to quantify certain components of the harm caused by TCS and create a document that has symbolic, but also political, economic and diplomatic power. 

I will now quickly summarise their findings and their methodology, to ultimately raise some fundamental questions on the incommensurability of slavery and other crimes against humanity. 

This is not a critique of the Brattle Report. I understand its value and significance – not only that of a diplomatic bargaining chip, but also its symbolic power – and am impressed by the teams work, dedication and findings. Instead, I would like to think with the Brattle Report to think through some of the following questions:

Is it possible to reckon with crimes against humanity in a quantifiable way?

How do we address past wrongs within a system that it has created?

How do we tackle the deep paradoxes of the incommensurability of slavery?

So, onto their methodology.
The valuators of the Brattle Group follow a building blocks approach. Starting with the time frame of TCS, which they have decided to be from 1511 – 1870. As some of you might realise, this framing is longer than the official narrative of the abolition of slavery – 1865 -  as they have included the five-year controversial “apprenticeship scheme”, which occurred post “abolition” off slavery – in which the enslaved were forced to continue to work for their slaves masters to make the transition as easy as possible for everyone involved. 

After having established the time period in which TCS occurred, the Brattle group decided to divide the harms in quantifiable and non-quantifiable harms – which I will delve into in just a few minutes -, as well as divide their calculations of harm caused,  into the time frame of slavery and that of post-slavery. This is done to address the cumulative and wide ranging affects that this crime against humanity had on those enslaved and their descendants – a recognition of the past and the present being intertwined, reminding me of one of Trouillot’s most poignant quotes that “even in relation to the Past our authenticity resides in the struggles of our present. Only in that present can we be true or false to the past we choose to acknowledge.” 

Quantifying the legacy of slavery, thus also serves as an excellent tool to silence those who continue to maintain that “the past is in the past,” and as a way to tackle imperial ignorance and remind those that need reminding, that gross crimes against humanity were committed during the period of Empire and colonialism. A reminder that needs all the backing it can get in this increasingly hostile racist and fascist environment we find ourselves in. 

Okay, now onto some graphs, as that will make explaining the report much easier. I should probably add here that as an anthropologist it doesn’t come natural to me to analyse reports. But I do feel like this one is too important to skim over. And I should also add that I do not want to use this report as ethnographic material, as that would fall into one of the many anthropological traps – often of a colonial nature - of denigrating knowledge that is situated within a power imbalance as an object to be studied, rather than knowledge for knowledge’s sake.

[OPEN POWER POINT!!!]
 
So to begin with they estimate the total amount of enslaved that embarked, disembarked or died during the gruesome middle passage to be 9 million. By their estimates the total amount of enslaved that harms were inflicted upon – which includes those born into slavery – were 19 million people. This is a huge amount of people! It is strange to quantify, and it lends itself to abstraction, but I urge you all to bear in mind that we are talking about people here. People who endured pain, suffering and hardship so gruelling that it is almost unimaginable. 

Here's another great graph that illustrates the embarkments by enslaving country throughout time, giving a good indicator of scope and scale. 

And here is another one that summarises the distribution of enslaved people by enslaving country.  

And finally, here is a summary of quantification for the enslavement period. 
Quantifiable harms include: forgone earnings, loss of liberty, personal injury, gender-based violence, mental pain and anguish.
Whereas non-quantifiable harms include: deprivation of citizenship, deprivation of family and identity. 

At a conservatively set interest rate range of 2.3- 2.5%, they come to an estimation of US$ 77-108 trillion. 

Now just a quick note on the forgone earnings category, especially because I will come back to it in a minute. The value of loss of life and forgone earnings are basically the same – this is called the loss of productive life methodology. As part of this approach loss of life is quantified ‘as the amount expected to be earned by an individual over their remaining life had it not ended prematurely’, this is the same methodology as measuring uncompensated labour – and hence they are grouped together, and then aggregated. 

Okay, now onto the summary of quantification for the post-enslavement period, which as you can see is measured in terms of total wealth disparity. This is measured in the difference in wealth between the formerly enslaved and the societies that enslaved them. It is measured country by corresponding country, and within the US it is measured on more stark racial lines, that is between Black and African heritage citizens and white citizens. Recognising that this does not fully capture all harms from the period of post enslavement, they also identify additional quantifiable and non-quantifiable categories of harm, which – as you can see are measurable, but not all of them are quantifiable: They are: 
 
Loss of life, which is measured in the difference in life expectancy; loss of liberty, which is measured in the greater rate of imprisonment; income disparity – as already measured and then taken in its aggregate as US$ 22.9 trillion; unemployment; health care; 
and finally, compensatory payment to slavers – as most of you probably know in many countries it was slaver owners who were compensated for their loss in property, establishing an elite class and a political economy of whiteness still active today. So this sum of so called “reparations” is added to the reparations calculation, with an added interest rate. 
Non-quantifiable harms: intergenerational Trauma, feelings of non-acceptance, issues of intersectionality and loss of heritage. 

So, when added all together, with either the interest rate of 2.3% or 2.5% the Brattle Group calculate reparations owed for Transatlantic Chattel Slavery to be between 100-130US$ trillion. And this, as they often reiterate is a conservative measurement! As it stands every sum owed, exceeds almost every enslaving country’s GDP. 

Here are a few more graphs that break it down.

And, crucially although this estimate exceeds almost every country’s GDP, this measurement should be taken in its cumulative measure. As you can see in this graph, it really puts the amount owed in perspective. Afterall slavery was a centuries long project of extraction. 


Which, I guess, leads me to my framing questions:


First, Is it possible to reckon with crimes against humanity in a quantifiable way?


Obviously not. The report lists harms such as “the creation of Blackness” as an unquantifiable harm. A harm that is so enormous, a harm that has shaped our very definition of what it means to be Human, as Sylvia Wynter has so eloquently put it. And with Blackness, comes the creation of Whiteness and an active legacy of racism, which when thinking with Judith Butler, begs us to ask which lives are grievable and which are not? Leading us straight to the genocide in Gaza. 

The second question - How do we address past wrongs within a system that it has created? – really gets to some of the most foundational paradoxes of the incommensurability of slavery. In the Brattle report, for example, the calculation for “loss of liberty” is estimated based on the value of manumissions. Manumission is the act of releasing the enslaved from bondage, essentially granting them freedom from slavery. It's a formal process where an enslaver voluntarily frees the enslaved person, often through a legal document or deed – and crucially, through compensatory payment. So what does it mean, to use an estimate of someone’s worth, valuated by a system that does not even think them to be Human, merely chattel?

Similarly, when examining the loss of productive life methodology – the one where estimations are based on the loss of wages of a working life – one can quickly see that it is measured within the racial capitalist system it itself has created. TCS, empire and colonialism created this particularly extractive world system of racial capitalism – if you want to take Cedric Robinson’s term – or, perhaps more encompassing the ‘global colonial economy’ as Gurminder Bhambra calls it. To then measure someone’s loss of life in terms of an oppressive wage-labour system - which this initial life had been extracted for to create - seems paradoxical and lands you in a bit of a chicken and egg situation, or a conceptual cage that you cannot break out of. 

Which, I reckon leads me to the third and final question.
How do we tackle the deep paradoxes of the incommensurability of slavery?


As some of the examples shown today point to, it is only by a wholesale abolitionism. And here I am drawing on the works of Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Angela Davis, but also James Baldwin and Amilcar Cabral and many more. Abolitionism, or Bhambra’s call for a reparatory social science, or whatever you wish to call the act of imagining a world beyond these current confines and systems of racial capitalism, nationalism, and all the other ‘isms’ means constructing a world that works for all of us, in which we have to re-imagine, re-conceptualise, re-distribute, re-build and re-humanise. It might seem abstract and impossible, but then again so did the abolition of slavery. So in essence, the only way to tackle the incommensurability of slavery is with the rich legacy that stems from its abolition.
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