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What do I mean by “quant”? A particular 
set of abstractions

,QTXLU\

4XDOLWDWLYH 4XDQWLWDWLYH
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• Each branch has trade-offs, and problems propagate 

(Malik, 2020)
• Mixed methods can combine (although I don’t consider 

this in the paper)
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The problem
• Quantitative methods are deeply complicit in anti-Blackness, particularly in 

the roots of statistics in eugenics and scientific racism, through to statistics 
being used to delegitimizing lived experience, and the effects of the 
insurance industry (Caley Horan), further “punishing” the victims of 
oppression (Deborah Hellman)

• Quantitative methods have NOT led to the humanization of Black people
– Despite a long history of pioneering work (Du Bois, Well-Barnett), quantitative 

evidence has neither been necessary nor sufficient for change. What seems to have 
been necessary and sufficient is “narrative technologies” (Ruha Benjamin)

– Quantitative evidence is theory-laden, and has infinite “regress” (Harry Collins on 
“experimenter’s regress”): just look at Eduardo Bonilla-Silva and White Logic, White 
Methods (maybe Yanis Varoufakis?). Quantitative evidence that goes against what 
people believe can and will be questioned, so it is NOT a neutral or universal debate 
stage
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What, then, are we doing using quant 
methods?
• Why, then, would we use quant methods to achieve justice?
– Because it’s “true”? But it’s not
– Because it’s (currently) the language of power? But it has proven neither necessary 

nor sufficient for change
• Better arguments:
– Qual has been, and can be, just as or even more oppressive (Linda Tuhiwai Smith, 

Kleinberg & Kleinberg)
– These problems are inherent in the way the quant methods we have now are 

conceived, justified, and imagined: specifically, in positivism. It is hard to for the 
imagination to escape the path dependency, but not impossible, especially drawing 
from alternative histories (e.g., examples Rodrigo Ochigame is working on in 
Remodeling Rationality)

– Neither necessary nor sufficient, but maybe it can be helpful (maybe more by acting 
through perspective transformation, rather than policy decisions)
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“Paradigms of inquiry”
Issue Positivism Post-positivism Critical theory et al. Constructivism Participatory

Ontology Naïve realism: 
Reality independent 
of and prior to 
human conception 
of it, apprehensible

Critical realism: Reality 
independent of and prior 
to human conception, 
but imperfectly and 
approx. apprehensible

Disenchantment 
theory: reality is 
secret/hidden, shaped 
by power structures 
and solidified over time

Relativism: 
multiple realities, 
constructed in 
history through 
social processes

Participative: multiple 
realities, co-constructed 
through interactions between 
specific people and 
environments

Epistemology Reality knowable. 
Findings are 
singular, neutral, 
perspective- 
independent, 
atemporal, 
universally true

Findings provisionally 
true; multiple 
descriptions can be valid 
but are probably 
equivalent; findings can 
be affected/distorted by 
social + cultural factors

How we come to know 
something, or who 
knows it, matters for 
how meaningful it is

Relativistic: no 
neutral 
perspective to 
adjudicate 
competing claims

We come to know things, 
create new understandings, & 
transform world by involving 
other people in process of 
inquiry

Methodology Hypotheses can be 
verified as true. 
Quant methods, 
math.

Falsification of 
hypotheses; primacy of 
quant, but some qual and 
mixed methods

Dialogic (conversation 
+ debate) or dialectical 
(thesis1 → antithesis1 → 
synthesis2 := thesis2…)

Dialetical, or 
exegetical 
(reading between 
the lines)

Collaborative, action-focused; 
flattening hierarchies; 
engaging in self- and 
collective reflection, action

Axiology Quant knowledge-
holders have access 
to truth, and 
responsibility from it

Quant knowledge 
valuable but can be 
distorted; qual can help 
find and correct

Marginalization 
provides unique 
insights, knowledge of 
marginalized valuable

Understanding 
construction is 
valuable; value 
relative to given 
perspective

Reflexivity, co-created 
knowledge, and non- western 
ways of knowing are valuable 
and combat erasure and 
dehumanization

Malik & Malik (2021), via Guba and Lincoln (2005)
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More on “critical”
• Brian Fay (1987): “humanist variant of estrangement theory” (very rationalist formulation, but 

I’ve found it useful)
– Estrangement theory: most people live in a manifest/ordinary sphere that keeps them trapped from what 

is best in life, which exists in a hidden/extraordinary sphere
– Humanist variant: locates the hidden/extraordinary sphere in the social plane, not religious or spiritual

• Components:
– Theory of false consciousness
– Theory of crisis
– Theory of education
– Theory of transformative action

• Examples he gives: Critical race theory, feminist theory, Marxism
• Related to, but sometimes in conflict with, constructivism: the “hidden truth” may be how 

things were constructed in a critical framework, but also, there can be constructivism without 
transformative action (e.g., Bruno Latour: “Since ANT is often accused of being indifferent to 
morality, it’s worth recalling that there are good deontological reasons in having at least as 
much freedom of movement as the actors we study”)
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Contrast with realism, positivism
• Realism: there is an underlying “true” reality that exists prior 

to and independent of our conception of it (for scientific 
realism, reality is mathematically characterized or even 
mathematical in nature)

• Positivism: the only meaningful knowledge is that which can 
be empirically verified and demonstrated  in universal ways 
(which are quantitative)

• Both are “scientistic” (Payne and Payne 2004), insisting on 
the possibility and superiority of universal, objective, neutral 
knowledge, but differ in their metaphysical commitment
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“Ways of understanding a person”
As a case (quant) In narrative (qual)

Context/circumstance Stripped away Key
Mental states Absent (for the most part) Crucial; constitutive
Relevant features Determined in advance Emergent
Orientation to time Atemporal Chronological
Ordering of features Unimportant Meaningful
Other actors Invisible Often present
Causal logic Mathematical Theoretical
Boost predictive validity Add cases Know person better
Slide from Barbara Kiviat (work in progress), based on “Bowker and Star 2000; Bruner 1986; Desrosières 1998; Espeland 1998; Espeland and Stevens 
1998, 2008; Fourcade and Healy 2017; Hacking 1990; Porter 1994, 1995; Ricouer 1998; White 1980, 1984”. I would add: Abbott, 1988
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Core incompatibility
“...it is striking how absolutely these assumptions [of 
linear models] contradict those of the major theoretical 
traditions of sociology. Symbolic interactionism rejects 
the assumption of fixed entities and makes the 
meaning of a given occurrence depend on its 
location… Both the Marxian and Weberian traditions 
deny explicitly that a given property of a social actor 
has one and only one set of causal implications… all 
approach social causality in terms of stories, rather 
than in terms of variable attributes.” (Abbott 1988)
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Note: quant lacks (is incapable of?) 
reflexivity, and can’t account for itself
“The declared aim of modern science is to establish a strictly 
detached, objective knowledge. Any falling short of this ideal 
is accepted only as a temporary imperfection, which we must 
aim at eliminating. But suppose that tacit thought forms an 
indispensable part of all knowledge, then the ideal of 
eliminating all personal elements of knowledge would, in 
effect, aim at the destruction of all knowledge. The ideal of 
exact science would turn out to be fundamentally misleading 
and possibly a source of devastating fallacies.” (Polanyi 1966)
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Take-away
• If quant methods are conceived and justified via positivism, then 

they will be inextricable from legacies of and ongoing 
epistemicide
– We risk reifying this when if we use quant “strategically”

• Quant (other than maybe geometry; definitely probability and 
statistics, calculus, functional analysis, and probably a good chunk 
of algebra) is hard to make collaborative insofar as it is novel and 
bizarre in human history and culture, and quant knowledge 
training is hostile for and systematically denied to marginalized 
people

• (I recently saw Nathan Alexander give a talk; what I saw of his work 
makes it perhaps the only example I’ve found of real reimagining)
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Walkthrough of and commentary on our 
Social Science and Medicine paper
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The paper
Social Science & Medicine 276 (2021) 113741

Available online 9 February 2021
0277-9536/© 2021 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

Reparations for Black American descendants of persons enslaved in the U.S. 
and their potential impact on SARS-CoV-2 transmission 

Eugene T. Richardson a,b,1,*, Momin M. Malik c,1, William A. Darity Jr. d, A. Kirsten Mullen e, 
Michelle E. Morse a,b, Maya Malik f, Aletha Maybank g, Mary T. Bassett h, Paul E. Farmer a,b, 
Lee Worden i,2, James Holland Jones j,2 

a Department of Medicine, Brigham and Women’s Hospital, Boston, MA, USA 
b Department of Global Health and Social Medicine, Harvard Medical School, Boston, MA, USA 
c Berkman Klein Center for Internet & Society, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA, USA 
d Sanford School of Public Policy, Duke University, Durham, NC, USA 
e Artefactual, Durham, NC, USA 
f McGill University, School of Social Work, Montreal, Quebec, Canada 
g American Medical Association, Chicago, IL, USA 
h François-Xavier Bagnoud (FXB) Center for Health and Human Rights, Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health, Boston, MA, USA 
i Proctor Foundation, University of California, San Francisco, USA 
j Department of Earth System Science, Stanford University, Stanford, CA, USA   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Racism 
COVID-19 
Reparations 
Mathematical model 
Health disparities 
Risk structure 

A B S T R A C T   

Background: In the United States, Black Americans are suffering from a significantly disproportionate incidence of 
COVID-19. Going beyond mere epidemiological tallying, the potential for racial-justice interventions, including 
reparations payments, to ameliorate these disparities has not been adequately explored. 
Methods: We compared the COVID-19 time-varying Rt curves of relatively disparate polities in terms of social 
equity (South Korea vs. Louisiana). Next, we considered a range of reproductive ratios to back-calculate the 
transmission rates βi→j for 4 cells of the simplified next-generation matrix (from which R0 is calculated for 
structured models) for the outbreak in Louisiana. Lastly, we considered the potential structural effects monetary 
payments as reparations for Black American descendants of persons enslaved in the U.S. would have had on pre- 
intervention βi→j and consequently R0. 
Results: Once their respective epidemics begin to propagate, Louisiana displays Rt values with an absolute dif-
ference of 1.3–2.5 compared to South Korea. It also takes Louisiana more than twice as long to bring Rt below 1. 
Reasoning through the consequences of increased equity via matrix transmission models, we demonstrate how 
the benefits of a successful reparations program (reflected in the ratio βb→b/βw→w) could reduce R0 by 31–68%. 
Discussion: While there are compelling moral and historical arguments for racial-injustice interventions such as 
reparations, our study considers potential health benefits in the form of reduced SARS-CoV-2 transmission risk. A 
restitutive program targeted towards Black individuals would not only decrease COVID-19 risk for recipients of 
the wealth redistribution; the mitigating effects would also be distributed across racial groups, benefiting the 
population at large.   

1. Background 

The novel coronavirus which causes COVID-19 was first reported in 
Hubei Province, China in December 2019 (World Health Organization, 

2020). In the ensuing 5 months, the outbreak spread to nearly every 
country in the world (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
2020a). As of December 11, 2020, the United States had the highest 
number of reported cases with 15,474,800 confirmed infections and 

* Corresponding author. Harvard Medical School Department of Global Health and Social Medicine, 641 Huntington Avenue Boston, MA, 02115, USA. 
E-mail address: Eugene_Richardson@hms.harvard.edu (E.T. Richardson).   

1 Co-first authors.  
2 Co-senior authors. 

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

Social Science & Medicine 

journal homepage: http://www.elsevier.com/locate/socscimed 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2021.113741 
Received in revised form 17 December 2020; Accepted 31 January 2021   
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A massive structural argument
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Piecemeal mix, multiple types of 
argument
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Matrix population model (mechanistic)

• A transfer like the amount due for reparations 
(~$800K per household) has never happened before

• Bring it into public health (COVID-19), SIR modeling

• Segregation: off-diagonals would have a ratio of 
around 1:2

• Overcrowding: Higher transmission rate βb→b than 
βw→w, in addition to other factors
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Matrix population model 
(mechanistic)

0.4

0.6
0.8
11

2

3

4

5

0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9 1

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

1
2

3
4

5

Introduction

The problem: 
quant against 
justice

Walk through 
of and 
commentary 
on our Social 
Science and 
Medicine
paper

What are 
critical 
quantitative 
methods? 
What could 
they be?

References



21 of 35Critique and quantitative methods in the case for reparations Slides: https://www.MominMalik.com/fxb2023.pdf

Comparative argument with South 
Korea
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Racial disparities in employment 
(observational, statistical)
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E.T. Richardson et al. Social Science & Medicine (2021)

Black population Non-Black population

Count model coe�cients
(negative binomial with log link) Estimate 95% CI Estimate 95% CI

eb�0 (Ratio) 0.1443 (0.1383, 0.1507) 0.1022 (0.0995, 0.1050)
b✓ (Dispersion) 61.46 (31.57, 91.36) 155.92 (80.63, 231.21)

Observations 34 34
2 ⇥ Log Likelihood �544.656 �543.912

Table 4: Negative binomial fits for the proportion of the population in frontline work among Black populations and non-Black population, per
Louisiana Parish.

taking these into account would likely not change the results so far as
to no longer be significant at the 0.05 level.

Because of the coarser level of aggregation, there are no geographic
units with counts of zero, meaning we do not need to make a zero-
inflated model. However, the counts are overdispersed, so we still use a
negative binomial model. The fits are plotted in Figure 2, and detailed
in Table 4.

Here, the di↵erence in ratios is less stark, with the percentage of
the population in frontline work being 14.43% for the Black population
versus 10.22% for the non-Black population. Still, proportionately far
more Black people are in frontline work than non-Black people.

7. Back-calculating risk structure from reproduction num-

ber

In epidemiology, structured models that take into account varying
risk groups among a general population are used to understand the
number of secondary infections produced by a single infection among
di↵erent groups (Keeling and Rohani, 2007).

However, the converse is seldom explored: if we know something
about the number of secondary infections, it can reveal underlying risk
structures in a population.

G is the next-generation matrix. Its entries can either be expressed
as gi� j, the expected number of infections that an infected individual in
group i causes in group j, or equivalently in terms of “Who Acquires
Infection From Whom” (WAIFW), gj�i. gi� j is easily interpreted as
a sort of causal e↵ect of i on j, but collectively, the gi�j’s make sense
as the entries of a transition matrix; that is, entries gj�i makes more
intuitive that multiplying G by a population vector will give the popu-
lation vector for the next generation. However, this is mainly a matter
of notation; so long as we reverse the subscript indexes along with the
arrows, G functions as a transition matrix. We use forward arrows, for
ease of interpreting terms visualized on the plots.

Each entry gi� j can be broken down in terms of the transmission
rate �i� j of how much group i comes into transmissible contact with
group j, a group’s proportion of the population ⇡i = ni/N, and the
recovery rate �. �i� j is itself the product of the the average contact
rate, ci� j, and the transmissibility, ⌧, although it is not necessary for our
purposes to consider components of �i� j.

G =

"
gb�b gw�b

gb�w gw�w

#
=

"
gb�b gb�w

gw�b gw�w

#
=

2
666664
�b�b⇡b
�

�b�w⇡b
�

�w�b⇡w
�

�w�w⇡w
�

3
777775 (3)

Note that the e↵ect of the o↵-diagonals is the transpose of the e↵ect
in the Exposure Indexes: instead of a member of group i encountering

a member of group j, it is the members of group i who might infect a
member of group j by having encountered them.

R0 is the solution under equilibrium to the set of di↵erential equa-
tions defined by an SIR model for a structured population; and, that
solution turns out to be equivalent to finding the largest eigenvalue
of the next-generation matrix (Keeling and Rohani, 2007). The char-
acteristic polynomial of the next-generation matrix is det(G � �I) =
�2 � �tr(G) + det(G) = �2 � �(gb�b + gw�w) + (gb�bgw�w � gw�bgw�b)
and R0 is the larger of the two roots of this polynomial. Plugging in the
coe�cients to the quadratic equation and rearranging in terms of gb�b,
we get

gb�b =
gw�bgw�b + R0gw�w � R2

0

(gw�w � R0)
(4)

Substituting in the components of the gi� j’s, this becomes

�b�b =
�w�b�w�b⇡b⇡w/� + R0�w�w⇡w � �R2

0

⇡b(�w�w⇡w/� � R0)
(5)

This formula tells us that decreasing the ratio of the within-group
transmission rate of the Black population, �b�b, to that of the non-Black
population, �b�b, has the potential to decrease R0 until hits an boundary
at �w�w⇡w/�, i.e. at gw�w, at which point �w�w dominates and no further
changes to �b�b can a↵ect R0.

As the curve moves further away from that asymptotic value of R0,
we can understand the behavior by taking the derivative, which comes
out to:

d�b�b

dR0
=
�

⇡b
+

�w�b�w�b⇡w/�

⇡b(�w�w⇡w/� � R0)2 (6)

The derivative implies that, on a plot of R0 on the x-axis and �b�b

on the y-axis, there will be a vertical asymptote at �w�w⇡w/�, and as R0

increases, the curve will converge to the line �/⇡b.
Conversely, if we apply this on a plot of �b�b/�w�w on the x-axis

and R0 on the y-axis (as we think of the risk structure as “causing” the
basic reproduction number), as shown in Figure 3, we flip these patterns;
as �b�b decreases and gets closer to �w�w, R0 will have an asymptote
at �w�w⇡w/�, and as �b�b grows, the line converges to �w�w⇡b/�. This
corresponds to �w�wgb�b; a line with slope �w�w⇡b/� and intercept 0.

The two o↵-diagonal terms (which, in the 2⇥ 2 case, are multiplied
together and so only act through their geometric mean and not individ-
ually) control how the curve moves from one regime to the other. If
one or both of o↵-diagonal terms is zero, the line has a sharp elbow at
⇡w/⇡b. In that case, decreasing the risk of the Black population will
decrease R0 until it equals the value of R0 induced by the non-Black
population, after which there is no change.
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Racial disparities in housing 
(observational, statistical)

E.T. Richardson et al. Social Science & Medicine (2021)

Black population Non-Black population

Count model coe�cients
(negative binomial with log link) Estimate 95% CI Estimate 95% CI

eb�0 (Ratio) 0.0565 (0.0520, 0.0614) 0.0283 (0.0264, 0.0303)
b✓ (Dispersion) 1.15 (0.985, 1.35) 1.32 (1.155, 1.507)

Zero-inflation model coe�cients
(binomial with logit link)

logistic(b↵0) 0.458 (0.424, 0.492) 0.336 (0.306. 0.368)

Observations 1,090 1,121
Log Likelihood �3,060.825 �3,699.218

Table 3: Zero-inflated negative binomial fits for Black population and the non-Black population, per Louisiana Census tract. Census tracts with
zero Black or zero non-Black populations respectively were excluded (the zero-inflation is for Census tracts with zero Black or zero non-Black
populations in overcrowded housing, in Census tracts with nonzero total Black/non-Black populations).

number of people living in overcrowded housing per Census tract, the
total number of people per Census tract), rather than just the marginals
(the number of Black people per Census tract, and the number of people
living in overcrowded housing per Census tract). I.e., the target of
our inference is not the cell counts of a contingency table (as it is in
ecological inference), but the underlying pattern of the ratio of the
Black population in overcrowded housing to non-overcrowded housing
as compared to the same ratio for the non-Black population over the
geographic variance in Louisiana.

Still, the model is not as reliable as an individual-level model
because it does also not escape a related ecological issue of potential
aggregation bias in geographic units, known formally as the Modifiable
Areal Unit Problem. For example, in the worst case it would be possible
to have a geographic partition designed to “gerrymander” all Black
people living in overcrowded housing into one geographic unit. That
unit that would appear as an outlier on a plot, and would distort the
inference of the overall ratio. But especially since Census tracts are
designed independently of overcrowding, this worst case scenario is
unlikely. And with the large number of Census tracts, the ecological
model provides compelling evidence for a relationship that should exist
at the individual level as well.

6. Race-based di↵erences in frontline work

A March 2020 report from the New York City O�ce of the Comptroller
used a combination of several values3 of the ACS variable INDP vari-
able to code for being frontline workers (O�ce of the New York City

3 WHL–Grocery and Other Related Product Wholesalers (4470); RET–
Supermarkets and Other Grocery (Except Convenience) Stores (4971); RET–
Convenience Stores (4972); RET–Pharmacies and Drug Stores (5070); RET–
General Merchandise Stores, Including Warehouse Clubs and Supercenters
(5391); TRN–Rail Transportation (6080); TRN–Truck Transportation (6170);
TRN–Bus Service and Urban Transit (6180); TRN–Postal Service (6370);
TRN–Warehousing and Storage (6390); PRF–Services to Buildings and
Dwellings (Except Cleaning During Construction and Immediately After
Construction) (7690); MED–O�ces of Physicians (7970); MED–Outpatient
Care Centers (8090); MED–Home Health Care Centers (8170); MED–Other
Health Care Services (8180); MED–General Medical and Surgical Hospitals,
and Speciality (Except Psychiatric and Substance Abuse) Hospitals (8191);
MED–Psychiatric and Substance Abuse Hospitals (8192); MED–Nursing
Care Facilities (Skilled Nursing Facilities) (8270); MED–Residential Care

Comptroller, 2020). While this excludes a few potentially relevant
categories (e.g., TRN–Taxi and Limousine Service, 6190; and in many
cases RET–Beer, Wine, and Liquor Stores, 4990), we use the same
coding for purposes of comparability, especially as this coding has also
been adopted elsewhere (Rho et al., 2020).
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Figure 2: 95% confidence bands for the ratio of frontline workers
to total population among the Black and non-Black population. The
estimated ratio of population in overcrowded housing to total population
is double that of the Black population as for the non-Black population.

Unfortunately, occupational data is only available from the ACS
at the county level, again using PUMS, giving only 34 observations
instead of over a thousand like at the Census tract level. While the
results are still significant at the 0.001 level, these results are less
reliable than both a model at the individual level or a model that could
use a larger number of geographic units. Also, again, we do not take
into account spatial autocorrelation nor do we propagate the sampling
error of the ACS. Still, because results are significant at the 0.001 level,

Facilities, Except Skilled Nursing Facilities (8290); SCA–Individual and Fam-
ily Services (8370); SCA–Community Food and Housing, and Community
Services (8380); SCA–Child Day Care Services (8470).
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Many gaps among moving pieces
• Only some of the arrows are justified; and they 

are not justified in the same ways
• The point? Get around how empirical 

quantitative methods are inherent conservative, 
in only being able to study the world that is and 
has been, with the data that we can get. If we 
think of that conservatism as a normative set of 
assumptions, our study is no less (or more) 
justified than the hegemonic modeling literature
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What are critical quantitative methods? 
What could they be?
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Why critical quant?
• Strategic positivism (Wyly)/strategic quantification/strategic modeling 

(after Spivak’s “strategic essentialism”) to demonstrate inequality?
– Rhetorical use: convince power-brokers?
– Counterpoint: did Du Bois or Well-Barnett’s work move the needle on anti-

Blackness? (Benjamin, 2019)
• “Counterhegemonic modeling” (Richardson, 2020): modeling ironically 

to reveal the absurdity of modeling?
• Perspective transformation/critical consciousness: breaking down 

assumptions to create accomplices? (Malik & Malik, 2021)
• Alternatively: just because quantification is currently associated with 

power does not mean it is essentially so. Qualitative inquiry can be just as 
or more oppressive, it just isn’t currently in power
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Why not critical quant
• Reifying a source of epistemic violence that enables and sustains 

structural violence
• Toni Morrison: “The function, the very serious function of racism 

is distraction. It keeps you from doing your work. It keeps you 
explaining, over and over again, your reason for being. 
Somebody says you have no language and you spend twenty 
years proving that you do. Somebody says your head isn’t shaped 
properly so you have scientists working on the fact that it is. 
Somebody says you have no art, so you dredge that up. 
Somebody says you have no kingdoms, so you dredge that up. 
None of this is necessary. There will always be one more thing.”
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How critical quant?
• Minimal: use the same old methods, but interpret the coefficient of “race” 

as being the effect of racism (Bonilla-Silva, Ruha Benjamin). 
– The problems: race in a statistical formulation can’t accord with theorizing (Issa 

Kohler-Hausmann, Lily Hu) because can’t  disentangle (causal graph language: can’t 
“intervene on structure”, which Dan Malinksy has work about), and intervening on 
“perceived race” doesn’t get past structural racism (e.g., a Black family in the 50th 
percentile of US household wealth means something different than a white family in 
the 50th percentile of US household wealth)

• Moderate: use the same old methods, but contextualize with theory. 
– Problem: the core assumptions of the statistical formulation are directly in conflict 

with the theory that is being used to contextualize their outputs (Abbott, 1988)
• Maximal: reimagining. 
– Problem: hard, and would it be useful? Maybe for future imagining, but probably not 

for present action

Introduction

The problem: 
quant against 
justice

Walk through 
of and 
commentary 
on our Social 
Science and 
Medicine
paper

What are 
critical 
quantitative 
methods? 
What could 
they be?

References



29 of 35Critique and quantitative methods in the case for reparations Slides: https://www.MominMalik.com/fxb2023.pdf

Where critical quant?
• No single organized community; but to some extent, many people are 

doing
• “CritQuant” label in education, but very internal and not aware of tons of 

relevant prior works
• Institute in Critical Quantitative, Computation, & Mixed Methodologies 

(ICQCM): currently focused on training, which is the most important work, 
but I hope to also see it as a future hub

• Much classic sociology work; some great works in statistics, and now in 
CS/machine learning

• Use of the word “critical” (and to a lesser extent, in CS, “sociotechnical”) 
can serve as signaling by which people can find each other in specific 
communities
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Challenge: realism
• Statistics: most principled and well-developed of quantitative 

methods in social research, in that it has a theory of how the world 
is (although one based on mathematical convenience rather than 
conviction)

• (Machine learning inherits its foundations from statistics)
• (Can talk about simulation modeling, mathematical sociology, 

“sociophysics”, microeconomics… but I’ve found that, while it may 
have its place, I believe that even less than empirical 
quantification)

• Even the mainstream of Bayesian statistics is realist (there is an 
objective reality; subjective beliefs just help us get there faster)

Introduction

The problem: 
quant against 
justice

Walk through 
of and 
commentary 
on our Social 
Science and 
Medicine
paper

What are 
critical 
quantitative 
methods? 
What could 
they be?

References



31 of 35Critique and quantitative methods in the case for reparations Slides: https://www.MominMalik.com/fxb2023.pdf

Sticking points
• How can we dissolve such a powerful binary?
– Related: the the actor/analyst (emic/etic) binary (Jardine 2004; Collins 

2008)
– (lateral anthropology [Candea 2018, 2019; Gad and Jensen 2016] 

flattens how actor and analyst relate, but still has this binary)
• “…cultural studies have maintained a hermeneutics of suspicion 

toward the methods of quantification. But, to what extent does 
this suspicion toward quantitative inquiry compromise the 
deconstructive project of cultural studies by falling into the trap of 
the quantitative/qualitative and, related, nature/culture binaries?” 
(Dixon-Román 2016)
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Diagram: Spiegler, 
2015; “thin 
description”: 
Porter, 2012

Thin description

Thinning

Ordinary Language Mathematical Language

1. DELIMITATION
Motivating question posed

3. SOLUTIONMotivating
question answered

Theoretical
model

2. DENOTATION

4. INTERPRETATION

Challenge: Meaning-making
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Hopes for reimagining
“reparations proposals from black radical 
movements focus less on individual 
payments than on securing funds to build 
autonomous black institutions, improving 
community life, and in some cases 
establishing a homeland that will enable 
African Americans to develop a political 
economy geared more toward 
collective needs than toward 
accumulation.” (Kelley, 2002)
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