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America is haunted! 
 
Ghosts haunt present-day America because of the unresolved social violence of slavery.  
America’s moral standing was broken by slavery and that brokenness was never repaired.  We 
prospered economically, but in return we sacrificed our democratic, humanitarian values and 
principles.  The country’s resistance to acknowledging the psychological harm done by the 
legacy of slavery, not to mention its unwillingness to compensate African Americans for the 
country’s moral failings, make us ripe for haunting. And that haunting reveals an underlying 
moral injury. 
 
While there has been a recent upsurge in sentiment supporting reparations to compensate 
African Americans for lost wealth, we propose reparations as a way in which our moral wounds 
can heal and our ghosts can transition to their final resting place as ancestors.  Ancestors are 
protective; but ghosts have a different mission.  They provoke flashbacks of atrocities that the 
living try to disappear.  Ghosts haunt because, as sociologist Avery Gordon puts it, there is “a 
something-to-be-done.”  Reparations is the only broad social intervention policy that can 
precisely target that which haunts the American psyche:  an un-repaired crime against 
humanity and its attendant and revenant discriminatory practices - Jim Crow, redlining, and 
mass incarceration. 
 
The term “moral injury” is borrowed from psychiatrist Jonathan Shay, who uses it to describe 
the suffering of Vietnam veterans who were forced to perpetrate, bear witness to, or overlook 
acts that transgressed their moral beliefs.  Shay argues that in addition to psychological injuries, 
these catastrophic experiences also “ruin good character.” Like individuals, nations can also ruin 
their good character through inhumane actions or inactions. 
 
Rather than directly confront the tortuous legacy of slavery with some type of official, 
communal redress - a necessary treatment component of moral repair - our government has 
consistently avoided and denied the emotional impact of this crime on our collective psyche.  
Our country takes steps toward the threshold of repair without going through the door.  We 
emancipate then fail to reconstruct; we reform and legislate but later strike down. 
 
The challenge of acknowledging moral injury is that when it’s done correctly, it is accompanied 
by a fragility that may include feelings of shame, guilt, unworthiness and despair.  Recognizing 
that white privilege stems from a perilous and murderous history, and that notions of 
meritocracy may be self-serving distortions of reality, squarely locates white Americans as 
perpetrators, not victims.  To cope with this reality, historian Carol Anderson suggests that 
many white Americans create a reaction formation by “doubling down” with “white rage.” This 
reaction fuels a punishing backlash whenever there is any movement towards black equality. 



 
This largely unconscious psychological dynamic contributes to the “doing” and “undoing” of 
policies designated to bring about racial parity in our nation.  The moral wounds of slavery 
show up as ghosts and undermine even the most well-constructed systemic reforms. 
 
Our history demands a national reparations program that can penetrate the American psyche 
and reaffirm the social contract of our democratic experiment.   
 
For African Americans, the demand for reparations is an affirmation of our humanity, a 
statement that “we deserve better.”  Receiving reparations would initiate a process of healing 
our hurt, anger, and mistrust, and give us a chance to join the American body as “full partner.” 
 
For white Americans, conscious of and pained by the enactments of racism, there can be relief 
of the anger, guilt and shame associated with being identified as oppressive. It also relieves the 
fears that often trigger aggressive actions towards African Americans.  When the historically 
aggressive group disavows its own aggression, and instead, treats the victimized group as if 
they are the aggressors, persecutory fears and anxiety abound and racially discriminatory 
practices follow. In this way, African Americans live as figments of the white imaginary. It’s 
what James Baldwin meant when he exclaimed “I am not your Negro!” 
 
Reparations as construed here is a nationwide social-psychological public health intervention 
that is needed to weaken the collective and individual psychological constructs that support 
racial inequities.  It not only lifts the burden of racism from African Americans, it also has the 
potential to dismantle the defense mechanisms that undermine the development of a 
psychologically healthy European American identity.   
 
Additionally, as political theorist Mihaela Mihai suggests, atoning for the “sin” of slavery puts 
this generation of white Americans in the best possible light.  It takes strength and courage to 
own up to past atrocities and to reaffirm one’s commitment to the principle of equal concern 
and respect for all. 
 
Moving forward, the burning question is whether there is enough momentum this time to 
achieve reparations for African Americans.  Are there enough of us who recognize that the 
centuries-long assault on African Americans will continue unless we enact a policy of repair? Is 
the country ready to confront the impact of this traumatic legacy on its citizenry? Will America 
transform its ghosts into ancestors? 
 
We certainly hope so.  Because truth be told, given the gravity of this intergenerational moral 
wound, reparations is really the only social-psychological intervention that is powerful enough 
to protect black bodies and heal white souls. 
 
 


