The U.S. Federal Government has a moral obligation to atone for the atrocities committed throughout U.S. history
Brooks 06 [Roy L. Brooks is Warren Distinguished Professor of Law at the University of San Diego. He is the recipient of five book awards and the author of more than twenty books. “Atonement and Forgiveness: a New Model for Black Reparations,” University of California Press; New Ed Edition, 4/3/2006]
When a government commits an atrocity against an innocent people, it has, at the very least, a moral obligation to apologize and to make that apology believable by doing something tangible called a “reparation.” The government of the United States committed atrocities against black Americans for two and one-quarter centuries in the form of chattel slavery and for an additional one hundred years in the form of Jim Crow— what Supreme Court Justices Ruth Bader Ginsburg and Stephen Breyer refer to as “a law-enforced racial caste system”1—and it has not even tendered an apology for either. The U.S. government should, in fact, atone— that is, both apologize and provide reparations—for racial slavery and apartheid. Saying “I’m sorry” just isn’t enough.2
Atonement would give our government moral credibility and direction through the fog that often engulfs contemporary racial matters. Black Americans, like any self-respecting people, can never forgive or fully trust our government on racial matters until it signals a clear understanding of the magnitude of the atrocities it committed against an innocent people. The past is the future. Atonement places the matter of forgiveness on the table. Forgiveness is black America’s (the victim’s) side of racial reconciliation. Atonement is served on the victim as a kind of civic subpoena. Acceptance is required to seal the deal, to make racial reconciliation possible.3 Atonement (apology plus reparations) and forgiveness are thus the key ingredients of racial reconciliation.
The current debate on reparations, or more precisely, “slave redress” (by which I mean redress for both slavery and Jim Crow), misses an opportunity to move our nation forward with respect to the race problem. Unfortunately, the debate is mostly about “the money,” or “compensation,” and sometimes about punishment, or “getting even.” While I understand the motivation behind this approach to slave redress—which I discuss as the “tort model” in chapter 4—I believe that the debate, if it is to be beneficial to all Americans, particularly black Americans, must be less about the victim and more about the perpetrator.4 The discussion must be “forward-looking,”5 by which I mean self-consciously directed toward racial reconciliation. It must begin with and stay focused on the perpetrator’s atonement—what I call the “atonement model” (chapter 5). Thus, for me, the atonement syllogism set forth above—to wit, a government has a moral obligation to atone for its past atrocities; our government has not atoned for slavery or Jim Crow; ergo, our government is morally obligated to tender such atonement—states the logic and morality of slave redress. It is a logic I find particularly unanswerable; a logic whose truth I hope the reader will find self-evident.
Like all syllogisms, the atonement syllogism operates apart from matters outside its premises. Its logic is entirely internal, deductive. Yet the consequences of slavery and Jim Crow cannot be ignored when discussing the details of racial reconciliation. Slavery and Jim Crow forced slaves and free blacks, who had few or no resources to begin with, as well as their descendants, into the worst jobs, the worst housing, the worst educational systems, and, in general, the worst plight imaginable in a liberal democratic society. It seems a bit perverse for some to say to blacks now, just thirty years after the death of Jim Crow, that “something is wrong with your culture because you have the worst jobs, the worst housing, and you can’t score well on the SAT.” The fair thing would be to provide restitution for stolen resources and denied opportunities, many of which are discussed in chapters 1 through 3
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