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Introduction

In recent decades there has been a surge of philosophical interest in the role and meaning of
forgiveness in moral and political life. This interest is inspired by an increasing
secularization of Western moral and political life and is accompanied by a growing
philosophical interest in liberal justice, law, equality and fair punishment. Consequently, on
the one hand, much of the contemporary philosophical research on forgiveness is inspired
by questions concerning the compatibility of forgiveness with liberal justice and equality. On
the other hand, philosophers have become engaged in a secular and rational examination of
the moral value of forgiveness. Simultaneously, in view of practices such as the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission in South Africa, there has been an increasing interest in the
political role of forgiveness. The emphasis on forgiveness in the religious politics of
Desmond Tutu and Pope John Paul II has gained attention not only from philosophers, but
also from researchers working in the areas of Development Studies, Criminology, and Peace
and Conflict Studies.
Within this growing body of contemporary research on the possibilities and limits of
forgiveness, Hannah Arendt’s account of forgiveness is often referred to. However, I argue
that the implications and opportunities of her view on forgiveness are not sufficiently
brought to the fore.
In contemporary thematic accounts that discuss the moral value and conditions of
forgiveness, Arendt’s view is largely ignored or only referred to superficially.1 Accounts that
do take her view more seriously are those that examine the possibility of forgiveness as a
political practice. Within this research domain Arendt’s emphasis on the political meaning of
forgiveness and the ability to start anew does not remain unnoticed. In the literature on
political reconciliation and forgiveness her account is mentioned in almost every piece of
research. However, since her discussion of forgiveness fits in a peculiar theory about action

1

Joram Graf Haber, for instance, merely quotes her stating that the reference to Jesus of Nazareth as a
discoverer of forgiveness is no reason to take it less seriously in its strictly secular sense, but he does not
discuss her view. Joram Graf Haber, Forgiveness: A Philosophical Study (Boston: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers, Inc., 1991), 3. See also Glen Pettigrove, Forgiveness and Love (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012),
15, 73, 148. Arendt’s view is not mentioned in the paradigmatic moral accounts of Jeffrie Murphy and Jean
Hampton: Jeffrie G. Murphy and Jean Hampton, Forgiveness and Mercy (Cambridge – New York: Cambridge
University Press) 1988.
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and politics her account is often only mentioned en passant.2 There are some important
exceptions. In some contemporary thematic accounts her view is discussed in more detail.
Yet, in these accounts, the extent to which Arendt’s conceptions of forgiveness are
diametrically opposed to most common conceptions is not sufficiently appreciated. Despite
involving Arendt’s work in the discussion, it remains unnoticed how her view poses serious
challenges to many of the accepted assumptions about the themes under discussion.3
Perhaps surprisingly, even among Arendt scholars, the implications of Arendt’s account on
forgiveness for contemporary philosophical debates on this topic are not sufficiently
examined and brought to the fore. One reason might be that Arendt’s discussion of
forgiveness is confined to approximately a mere eight pages in The Human Condition and a
few remarks throughout the rest of her works. As a result, in Arendt scholarship, the
discussion of her view on forgiveness is mostly limited to a discussion of these specific pages
and remarks. Moreover, it is often only discussed in view of the examination of her theory of
action. 4 And while some Arendt scholars discuss her view on forgiveness in a more
substantial manner, they often emphasize its relation to the activity of promising.5 In those
accounts, it is regularly stressed that the activity of promising should be understood as a
fundamental part of the ability to forgive and start anew.6 However, as Arendt explicitly
claims, the intrinsic political meaning and value of forgiveness is much harder to grasp than
the political meaning of promising. Consequently, stressing the close connection between
forgiveness and the far more evident and unproblematic political activity of promising may
be a way to escape the peculiar challenges and opportunities Arendt’s account of forgiveness
poses.

2
See for instance Claire Moon, “Prelapsarian State: Forgiveness and Reconciliation in Transitional Justice,”
International Journal for the Semiotics of Law 17, (2004): 185-197; Charles Griswold, Forgiveness: A Philosophical
Exploration (Cambridge-New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007).
3
See for instance P.E. Digeser, Political Forgiveness (Ithaca-London: Cornell University Press, 2001); Glen
Pettigrove, “Hannah Arendt and Collective Forgiving,” Journal of Social Philosophy 37, 4 (2006): 483-500.
4
See for instance Dana Villa, The Cambridge Companion to Hannah Arendt (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2000); Margaret Canovan, Hannah Arendt. A Reinterpretation of Her Political Thought (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1992).
5
See for instance Marguerite La Caze, “Promising and Forgiveness,” in Hannah Arendt: Key Concepts, ed.
Patrick Hayden, (New York: Routledge, 2014); Catherine Guisan, “Political Forgiveness, promise, and the
‘understanding heart’ in Hannah Arendt’s theory,” in Public Forgiveness in Post-Conflict Contexts, eds. Bas Van
Stokkom, e.a. (Cambridge-Antwerp-Portland: Intersentia, 2012). Andrew Schaap, Political Reconciliation
(London-New York: Routledge, 2005); Elisabeth Young-Bruehl, Why Arendt Matters (Haven-London: Yale
University Press, 2006).
6
See also Paul Ricoeur, “Difficult Forgiveness,” in Memory, History, Forgetting, transl. Kathleen Blamey and
David Pellauer (Chicago-London: The University of Chicago Press, 2004): 457-506.
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Hence, I argue that Arendt’s relevance for the contemporary debate on forgiveness is not
sufficiently brought to the fore. Although her philosophical vocabulary may appear
idiosyncratic due to its specificity, she is not operating on a philosophical island. Her specific
understanding and use of concepts are, rather than idiosyncratic, the result of the active
involvement with some of the obstacles, limitations and problems their standard
philosophical use poses. Her view should therefore not be isolated from the contemporary
views on the moral and political value of forgiveness. Rather, by discussing the meaning and
implications of some of her conceptions, it becomes possible to bring her into a welcome
dialogue with the contemporary views on these topics.
Hence, the central aim of this dissertation is to mobilize some of Arendt’s key concepts in
order to demonstrate how her view on forgiveness offers some remarkable solutions for the
most controversial issues in the contemporary literature on forgiveness. I will reconstruct
Arendt’s concept of forgiveness from a specific angle, namely her uncommon view on action
and freedom. I will bring to the fore precisely these aspects of her account that elucidate
what is taking place and at stake in forgiveness. In addition, I will examine the most
prevailing contemporary assumptions about forgiveness and critically evaluate their
implications. This enables me to bring them in contact with Arendt’s view and to discuss in
great detail the significant shift in perspective that results from her alternative conceptions. I
will argue that this shift in perspective offers some critical solutions for the problems that
arise in the literature on forgiveness. Hence, in this dissertation I will examine the
implications of an Arendtian approach of forgiveness for the contemporary debate in great
detail.
To reconstruct Arendt’s account of forgiveness and its critical relevance for the
contemporary debate, it is crucial to go beyond the few pages and remarks in which she
discusses the activity of forgiveness. In order to do so, I will start from her radical shift in
perspective regarding the philosophical notions of human action and freedom. Importantly,
by embedding her discussion of forgiveness in a specific understanding of these notions, I do
not mean to imply that Arendt’s view is idiosyncratic and can only be understood on her own
terms. Rather, in reference to Arendt’s view it becomes possible to tackle the most important
problems that the prevailing moral assumptions about forgiveness give rise to. These moral
conceptions do not only hinder the development of a sheer political concept of forgiveness
and to grant it a substantial political role, but they also create more fundamental and
essentially unsolvable problems. As a result, the contemporary debate on forgiveness is
11

entangled in a cluster of conceptual questions and paradoxes that render forgiveness either
impossible or pointless. Consequently, the debate not only gets stuck in its own paradoxical
conceptions of forgiveness - like a dog that is chasing his own tail -, but the philosophical
understanding of the practice of forgiveness also becomes both unnecessary complicated
and moralistic. Once one starts to think about the meaning and value of forgiveness from the
standard philosophical perspective on this topic, one gets involved in a conceptual tangle of
interrelated moral assumptions, conditions and justifications that are taken to be self-evident
and from which no escape seems possible. One of the central aims of this dissertation is
therefore to demonstrate that a profound discussion of Arendt’s view and its implications
enables to disentangle the practice of forgiveness. In doing so, I show that her account
dissolves some of the major perplexities that are supposed to be an intrinsic part of
forgiveness.
In the first part, ‘Disentangling Forgiveness’ I will first bring to the fore the most prevailing
topics of discussion in the contemporary literature on forgiveness and address their
problems. I will point out that, although many accounts hold that forgiveness is a response to
responsible wrongdoing, their conceptions of what enables forgiveness rather tend to lose
sight of the wrongdoer’s responsibility.7 Moreover, the moral conceptions of forgiveness lead
to a moral paradox. On the one hand, moral accounts assume that forgiveness is a moral act
that reaches out for a wrongdoer and grants him the possibility to re-integrate in the moral
community. On the other hand, it is held that one has to properly condemn the wrongdoing
from a moral point of view. This raises the question as to how both can be reconciled. In the
contemporary literature, there are two types of responses to this moral problem. The first
response, entertained by, for instance, Derrida, puts forward forgiveness as an exceptional
act of moral virtuosity which has to do the ‘impossible’.8 The second response posits that it is
only possible and justified to forgive when there are moral reasons to do so. However, these
moral reasons trap forgiveness in a second paradox: ‘the logical paradox of forgiveness’.9
When good moral reasons are absent, forgiveness becomes unjustified. Yet, when there are
moral reasons, forgiveness becomes redundant. I demonstrate that most accounts on
forgiveness do not succeed in finding a convincing way out of this logical paradox. I will
7
See for instance Charles Griswold, Forgiveness: A Philosophical Exploration (Cambridge-New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2007); David Novitz, “Forgiveness and Self-Respect,” Philosophy and Phenomenological
Research 58, 2 (1998): 299-315.
8
Jacques Derrida, On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness (London - New York: Routledge, 2001).
9
Aurel Kolnai,“Forgiveness,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, New Series, 74, (1973-1974): 91-106.
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argue that this is a result of the failure to give sufficiently account of the peculiar activity of
forgiveness.
Therefore, in the second chapter of the first part, I will put forward that Arendt’s account of
human action implies a radical ‘turn to the act’. Her view enables to tackle one of the main
assumptions in the contemporary literature: the assumption that forgiveness is to be defined
as a subjective moral-psychological process. I will point out that, in Arendt’s view on human
action, rather than the rational moral subject, man as an initiator is central. This enables to
perceive of the wrong that is done as a tangible, objective and irreversible occurrence, rather
than merely a moral threat or offence. I will argue that, within this view, both the wrongdoer
and the victim are able to take responsibility for the consequences of this occurrence,
irrespective of their intentions, aims, circumstances and human weaknesses. Furthermore,
Arendt’s account enables to conceive of the act of forgiveness as a spontaneous new initiative
that rather escapes all kinds of moral reasons and incentives. Consequently, I argue that this
clarifies that forgiveness is not a mere act of moral restoration, but a meaningful political
practice.
In the second part of this dissertation, ‘Liberation Through Forgiveness’, I will examine the
implications of this shift in perspective and the possibilities it opens up. First, I will tackle the
implicit conceptions of the liberation that is brought about by forgiveness in the standard
account of forgiveness. In the standard account, the liberation of forgiveness is conceived as
resulting from an inner process of transformation in which one liberates oneself from certain
moral sentiments and judgments. I will argue that these conceptions rely on a concept of
freedom as self-mastery. However, this liberation, which ties up liberation to an inner
process of moral justification, does not only turns out to be unsuccessful, it also overlooks the
other person as a concrete and distinct person.
Therefore, I will contrast this conception of liberation and freedom with Arendt’s concept of
freedom. I will point out that her view on spontaneity enables to conceive of forgiveness as a
sheer unprecedented and unexpected interruption, instead of as a process of moral
transformation and justification. Moreover, Arendt’s critique of inner freedom reveals that
freedom only becomes a meaningful experience in acting with others. Taken from this
perspective, it becomes possible to bring to the fore the real transformative power of
forgiveness. As a transformative act, it not merely liberates the forgiver from certain
sentiments and moral judgement about the other, but it liberates the other as a concrete
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distinct and acting person. Consequently, forgiveness becomes a real interdependent
practice and the orientation at the other receives a substantial meaning.
Finally, I will demonstrate that Arendt’s account enables to respond to the questions and
doubts that have arisen in regard to the appropriateness of a moral concept in a political
context. I will argue that making sense of the political meaning of forgiveness does not imply
discussing how a moral and interpersonal practice is to be transferred to the political
domain. Instead, one must make sense of the meaning of interpersonal relations as political
relations on the one hand and the role of forgiveness for these relations on the other.
Arendt’s view on action, freedom and politics enables to draw a crucial distinction between
moral and political relations. In moral relations we rely on our fundamental sameness, on
shared moral capacities and sentiments. In political relations, in contrast, we appear as
distinct and unique persons. I will argue that this distinction is fundamental for
understanding forgiveness as an intrinsic political practice. Moreover, Arendt’s view on the
unforgivable makes clear that the limits of forgiveness do not pose an ultimate moral
challenge for the virtuous person. It rather reveals that human power and the power of
forgiveness are not omnipotent. Forgiveness requires taking responsibility for what has been
done. It is not an ‘escape button’ that brings salvation for every imaginable human sin.
Throughout this dissertation, my argument will be developed relying on two different
philosophical methods. On the one hand, I will take part in the thematic debate on
forgiveness and discuss the contemporary conceptions on their own terms. On the other
hand, I will reconstruct Arendt’s view by an extensive examination of specific notions in her
philosophical oeuvre. I doing so, I will also continually discuss the most common
contemporary assumptions about forgiveness and critically examine them. This enables me
to contrast them with what can be gained from Arendt’s views.
In the first chapter of the first part, ‘The paradoxes of Forgiveness’, I will unpack the
implications of the existing moral assumptions about forgiveness by a thematic discussion of
the related practices of forgetting, excusing and condoning. This enables me to examine and
discuss the contemporary accounts of forgiveness in their own right. My discussion will start
from distinctions that are assumed to be crucial for understanding the particularities of the
activity. This will enable me to give proper account of the existing debate and to reveal how
its problems are entangled with its assumptions.
In contrast to this thematic discussion in the first chapter, I will start from a thorough
hermeneutic examination of Arendt’s view in both the second chapter of the first part and
14

the entire second part. I will examine and discuss some of Arendt’s notions in great detail in
order to demonstrate how these notions are constitutive for her specific view on forgiveness.
This thorough investigation will not only enable me to further elucidate the main problems
of many contemporary views, but it will also reveal the implications and promising
philosophical opportunities and prospects of Arendt’s account.
A great majority of scholars share the moral assumptions about forgiveness. This results in a
debate that seems vivid and intuitive at first sight. However, as I aim to show, this debate has
essentially been stuck in its own paradoxical conceptions. Arendt’s view offers some
excellent opportunities to tackle these prevailing assumptions. But as I stated above, the
meaning and implications of Arendt’s view remain quite underexplored in the contemporary
academic literature on forgiveness. Her assumptions about forgiveness are also far less selfevident than the prevailing ones and therefore, at first sight, they also seem less operable.
Therefore, I deem it necessary to clarify Arendt’s assumptions in much detail. This enables
me to point out where they bring us when we deploy them in order to tackle some of the
prevailing presuppositions of forgiveness. This is, admittedly, not an easy undertaking. At
first sight, the assumptions of the moral-psychological approach seem so closely related to
common and unproblematic intuitions that the problems and limitations that are actually
there are not easily brought to the surface. And while, some scholars do criticize the
emotional model of forgiveness, 10 the discussion of the problems, assumptions and
implications remains, in my view, too superficial. Therefore, one of the major aims of this
dissertation is to delve deeper into the implications and assumptions of the different models
and provide some alternative views by an extensive discussion of specific aspects of Arendt’s
account.

10

Alice MacLachlan, “The philosophical controversy over political forgiveness,” in Public Forgiveness in PostConflict Contexts, eds. Bas Van Stokkom, Neelke Doorn and Paul van Tongeren (Cambridge-AntwerpPortland: Intersentia, 2012); P.E. Digeser, Political Forgiveness (Ithaca-London: Cornell University Press, 2001).
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PART I
DISENTANGLING FORGIVENESS
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Introduction to Part I

In this part I will discuss and call into question the prevailing philosophical assumption that
forgiveness should be defined as a subjective mental process. This common assumption
entails that, as a subjective mental process, forgiveness can only be discerned from other
mental processes and illegitimate subjective responses by relying on certain moral
conditions, values and attitudes. In contrast with this assumption, I will bring to the fore how
Arendt’s theory of human action enables a radical turn to the act. I will argue that Arendt’s
account of human action is the key to a crucial shift in perspective. This shift in perspective
enables to view the wrong not merely as a threatening moral offence to one’s worth, but as a
tangible and irreversible object. Moreover, as a response to an irreversible occurrence,
forgiveness does not require special individual moral attitudes. It implies the courage to take
shared responsible action and to interrupt the further consequences of a wrongful act.
In the first chapter, ‘The Paradoxes of Forgiveness’, I will first discuss the common
conceptual distinctions that are used to disentangle forgiveness from the related practices of
forgetting, excusing and condoning. Here, my aim is twofold: on the one hand, by tackling
the debate on these distinctions, I will isolate some of the main features of the activity of
forgiveness. On the other hand, I bring the main presuppositions to the fore that underlie
and guide the debate.

My aim here is to address some of the main contemporary

assumptions about forgiveness and to demonstrate how they give rise to insolvable moral
and logical paradoxes. By tackling these assumptions I aim to offer valuable new
perspectives.
In ‘Forgetting’ I discuss the paradoxical relation between forgiveness and memory. It is
generally accepted among philosophers that forgiveness should be distinguished from
forgetting. Forgiveness is conceived as an active effort to let go of the past. However, as
Vladimir Jankélévitch points out, this letting go also requires a good memory. To clarify this,
I refer to Paul Ricoeur’s distinction between a good and a bad use of memory. A good use of
memory is not a compulsive repetition. It is a labour of remembrance, which takes history to
be open-ended instead of closed and determined. This remembrance is closely related to the
labour of mourning. It enables to forget and to remember at the same time. The paradoxical
role of remembrance points to forgiveness’ transformative character. The transformation of
19

forgiveness implies not necessarily a change in one’s individual mental and emotional state,
but an active and unburdened open dialogue with the past.
In ‘Excusing’ I discuss the general philosophical assumption that forgiveness can only be
granted for responsible wrongdoing and therefore has to be distinguished from excusing the
wrong. In view of this, I call into question the strong emphasis in the literature on the role of
empathic understanding and human fallibility as facilitators for forgiveness. I argue that any
reference to understandable motives and circumstances evades or minimalizes responsibility
for the wrong. Furthermore, I contest that forgiveness can only be granted for intentional,
accountable wrongdoing. I point out that there is a prevailing tendency in the literature on
forgiveness to take wrongdoing as primarily entailing a moral offence to the victim’s worth.
However, in my view, forgiveness deals with that part of the wrong, namely the real tangible
harm, which cannot be elevated by excuses and good intentions. It is this part of the wrong
for which one may feel responsible and ask forgiveness, even when excuses are available and
the wrong turns out to be unintentional.
In ‘Condoning’ I discuss that in contemporary accounts of forgiveness the worry prevails that
forgiveness may slip into a form of condonation. This worry results from the assumption that
forgiveness involves an ‘impossible’ or paradoxical effort to overcome in a moral way what at
the same time should not be overcome from a moral point of view. However, the attempts to
escape this moral paradox by relying on good moral reasons trap forgiveness in a second
paradox: ‘the logical paradox of forgiveness’.11 The logical paradox resides in the fact that
forgiveness is either condoning the wrong or becoming redundant as a result of a prior act of
repentance. However, in disentangling the underlying assumption of these paradoxes I shed
another light on the problems of both redundancy and condonation. First, I point out that
the problem of redundancy results from the problematic assumption that wrongdoing
primarily implies a moral offence, which can be withdrawn by the repentance of an offender.
Furthermore, I demonstrate how this distorted conception of wrongdoing is accompanied
with a distorted conception of forgiveness, i.e. forgiveness as a response the wrongdoer has to
deserve. Secondly, I discuss how the precondition of self-respect is used as a mark to
distinguish between forgiving and condoning a wrong. Many philosophers argue that the
condition of self-respect helps to solve the moral paradox or ‘impossibility’ of forgiveness. In
my view, however, the emphasis on this precondition precisely points out that the activity of
forgiveness has not sufficiently been grasped and articulated. Therefore, I conclude that, in
11

Kolnai, “Forgiveness,” 95-99.
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order to conceive of forgiveness as a real transformative human practice, it is necessary to
untie the act of forgiveness from any moral motivation and attitude that may either morally
legitimize it or take it as an unconditional ultimate moral challenge.
In the second chapter, ‘Arendtian Forgiveness: The Turn to the Act’, I reveal how Arendt’s
account of human action is the key to a double shift in perspective. First, I discuss some
crucial notions of her theory of human action. I reveal how her account of action brings two
crucial aspects of action to the fore: the ability to take initiative - which she calls spontaneity , and the dependence on distinct others - which she calls plurality. I point out how this view
on action also enables her to draw attention to the irreversibility and non-sovereignty of
action.
Consequently, I demonstrate how her account of human action entails a radical shift in
perspective on both wrongdoing and the act of forgiveness.
First, Arendt’s account of human action implies a shift in what requires forgiveness. I point
out that in Arendt’s view action results from the sheer capacity to take initiative and the
ability to act with others. This way, she disentangles action from its sheer moral classification
as resulting from certain moral intentions, considerations and attitudes. In Arendt’s view, all
kinds of acts and consequences may result from the capacity to take initiative among other
acting persons. Consequently, Arendt conceives of forgiveness not as a response to an
intentional offence of one’s moral integrity but as a response to the irreversibility and
incontrovertibility of what has – literally - taken place. In her view, forgiveness is not a
response to the exceeding of certain moral boundaries, but to the act as a tangible, objective
occurrence among people.
This brings with it a second shift in perspective. This shift relates to how one forgives.
Arendt’s theory of action enables to perceive of forgiveness as a spontaneous response. It no
longer requires a description of moral attitudes and their justification. Instead, it shifts to a
description of the ability to take a responsible new initiative in response to the obstacle of
what has irreversibly taken place. As a result, it also becomes possible to tackle the
assumption that forgiveness is an extraordinary virtuous act, requiring either an
extraordinary mental effort or special moral conditions. Consequently, I conclude that
Arendt’s theory of human action enables to disentangle forgiveness from its prevailing moral
assumptions, descriptions and paradoxes and to revise its practice.
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1. The Paradoxes of Forgiveness

1.1. Forgetting

“Forgive and forget” is a common expression suggesting that forgiving may be identical with,
or at least closely related to, forgetting. It refers to a state of affairs that entails a ‘tabula rasa’.
One wipes the slate clean. One chooses to continue one’s life or relationship and forget about
what happened. Intuitively this idea makes sense. If one decides to forgive, it does not seem
appropriate to come back on what happened and to drag up old matters. Forgiving seems to
entail an effort to drop a matter, to sink one’s differences, to let bygones be bygones.
Sometimes we use the expression “Let’s forget about it” in a way that insinuates we forgive
someone for an offence.
Despite this, most philosophers hold that forgiveness needs to be distinguished from
forgetting. Jeffrie Murphy, for instance, argues that forgetting is entirely passive. One has no
control over it. It just happens to us in a non-voluntary way. He claims that it is possible that
at some point we lose a vivid memory of old wrongs, become bored with our resentments
and forget. 12 In his view, this clearly differs from forgiving. Forgiveness, he holds, is
something one actively does.13
David Novitz makes a similar argument, stating that “[t]he passage of time and the
development of new interests and a new lifestyle, may gradually displace feelings of
bitterness and the desire for revenge.”14 He concludes that this is not to forgive, rather to
forget. One’s attention is simply diverted and one develops new and different priorities.
Consequently, the wrong and the suffered harm gradually lose their sting. According to him,
that process is entirely passive.
Joanna North also points to a distinction between the passivity of forgetting and the activity
of forgiving when she describes the effort of forgiveness in the following passage: “[H]e may
refuse to dwell upon the thought of his friend’s rude departure, and the unanswered letters.
This is not to say that he forgets them. He will turn his mind to other things and take steps to
12 Jeffrie Murphy, “Forgiveness and resentment,” in Forgiveness and Mercy, Jeffrie G. Murphy and Jean
Hampton (Cambridge – New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 23.
13 Ibid., 23-24.
14 David Novitz, “Forgiveness and Self-Respect,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 58 (1998): 304.
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avoid nursing and nurturing his resentment.”15 In her view, forgiveness entails an active and
conscious effort not to let one’s emotions about a certain event play a role here and now.
These demarcations in Murphy’s, Novitz’ and North’s account are pointing to a first
fundamental feature of forgiveness. Whereas forgetting seems to be rather a result of
disinterestedness, forgiveness apparently entails more. Simply ceasing to care about an
offence is not forgiveness. For the very same reason it is believed that taking a pill to reduce
one’s resentment about an offence is not forgiveness. 16 Forgiveness is a conscious act.
Somehow, one chooses or decides to forgive. It does not just happen to us. Avishai Margalit
for instance claims:
If it occurs through forgetfulness, it is not real forgiveness. Forgiveness is a conscious
decision to change one’s attitudes and to overcome anger and vengefulness.
Forgetfulness may in the last analysis be the most effective method of overcoming
anger and vengefulness, but since it is an omission rather than a decision, it is not
forgiveness.

17

This point is pursued to the extreme in the account of Vladimir Jankélévitch. In his view,
forgiveness needs to be granted before forgetfulness erodes the offence. Sometimes, we seem
to suppose that forgiveness needs time. If, during the years, we have ceased to be angry about
an offence we are tempted to assume that we must have forgiven the offender. Is this true?
Are there arguments to state that time helps us to forgive, that it softens the pain that makes
one eager for revenge? Does the consolation of time enable to reach out for the other and to
forgive? In Jankélévitch’ view, time only makes us forget, not forgive. He points out that time
is a condition of change, of a process of becoming. It is not time itself that transforms things,
but the operation of certain physical factors in time. Decay, for instance, is a natural effect of
duration.18 He believes forgetting to be an unavoidable consequence of time and duration,
which one cannot willfully resist:
No, nothing resists this silent, continuous, and implacable force, this truly infinite
pressure of progressive forgetting. No ressentiment, no matter how stubborn it is, can
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62, 3 (2001): 530.
17
Avishai Margalit, The Ethics of Memory (Cambridge-London: Harvard University Press, 2004), 193.
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Vladimir Jankélévitch, Forgiveness (Chicago-London: The University of Chicago Press, 2005), 13.
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hold fast in the face of this mass of indifference and disaffection. Everything
councels forgetting!

19

Jankélévitch holds that at some point, the offended person becomes tired of holding a grudge
against the offender.20 Time is relentless. It erodes mountain chains. It levels all harshness
and consoles all pain. It is the dimension by which the past becomes less and less alive.21
Consequently, Jankélévitch holds that forgiveness needs to anticipate forgetting and be
immediate and instantaneous. It must remain ahead of forgetting. If forgiveness takes time,
forgetting overtakes it. Jankélévitch holds that, as soon as time erodes the pain of the offence,
there remains almost nothing to forgive:
[T]he morphine of time attenuates old pains and makes old sorrows sleep. But it
does not follow that the temporal medicine of pain is, in one fell swoop, the moral
medicine for sin: […] if costly heartbreak is, as we think, the condition of true
forgiveness, then the time that soothes the wound must render this forgiveness less
true, less authentic, and less meritorious. There is almost nothing left to forgive,
therefore nothing is really forgiven.

22

Forgetting is thus not only different from forgiving. Forgetting also renders forgiveness
redundant, since it effectuates the loss of its raison d’ être. Jankélévitch’ position consequently
points to a second central feature of forgiveness: in order to be able to forgive an offence, the
offence must be vividly remembered.

1.1.1. Paradoxical Remembrance

Jankélévitch not only posits that forgiving and forgetting ought to be distinguished. Even
more, he claims that forgiving requires the opposite of forgetting – remembrance. Forgetting
is not always merely a result of disinterestedness, a change in priorities or a result of time. In
some cases of wrongdoing it seems easier to try to forget about it than to confront it.
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Consequently memories are sometimes actively suppressed and pushed aside. But this is also
not forgiveness.
Jankélévitch is not alone in positing a relation between forgiving and remembrance. In his
book Forgiveness and Remembrance, Jeffrey M. Blustein points out why most accounts take
memory as a fundamental, even necessary element of the process of forgiveness.23 Blustein
argues that memory enables to overcome the emotions that are engendered by the wrong,
without relinquishing the judgment that one was wronged. 24 Forgiving someone for a
committed wrong does not involve retracting or setting aside or repressing the judgment that
one was wronged by a specific responsible person. It rather consists in overcoming certain
emotions that accompany the judgment. But in order to retain the judgment one must retain
to some extent the memory of having been wronged by this person.25 Charles Griswold
claims that memory is crucial for forgiveness as it is necessary for recognizing the
wrongdoer’s responsibility for wrongdoing.26 Some argue that the commitment to forgive
doesn’t necessary imply that it should never be mentioned again. Eve Garrard and David
McNaughton for instance hold that if an offence repeats itself, it is not necessarily
inappropriate to hold it against the offender again after forgiveness took place.27 This is
possible only if forgiveness does not blot out the memory of an offence. Although it is
generally assumed that forgiving means making the past rest, forgiveness does not forget. It
also does not entail that one must remain silent about it forever. If it is necessary for
understanding and dealing with other elements in the entire story, one may bring up the
forgiven offence again.
Since remembrance is thus assumed to be necessary for confronting a wrongdoing, it is
sometimes even believed that on a political and communal level there is some kind of duty to
23
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remember. Some argue that forgetting some radical or far-reaching crimes ought to be
considered immoral. Jean Baudrillard holds that forgetting the extermination of a people is
part of the extermination itself.28 For Milan Kundera, the struggle against forgetting is an
active and moral struggle: “The struggle against power is the struggle of memory against
forgetting.”29 In his book The Ethics of Memory Avishai Margalit examines the communal
obligation to remember. He argues that the moral duty to remember is a constitutive part of
maintaining ‘thick’ ethical relations with others.30
But what kind of remembrance is involved in forgiving? The notion of a duty to remember
points out that it might not be a self-evident remembrance. It requires a conscious effort and
should somehow remain vivid for generations. How does this work? The emphasis on
remembering past wrongdoings precisely entails the risk that one remains a prisoner of the
past, that one is caught up in painful memories forever, even across generations. This is
precisely what forgiveness aims to avoid. Consequently, the idea that forgiving entails
forgetting seems not totally misguided. There may be a way in which forgetting also becomes
a necessary part of the act and commitment to forgive. How can one leave the past behind if
one is tied to a duty or commitment to remember?
Margaret Holmgren points both to differences in modes of remembering and the paradox in
the relation between forgetting and forgiving. She emphasizes that forgiveness does not
entail amnesia. In forgiving we do not forget the wrongdoing, but we also no longer
remember it in a vindictive manner. Consequently, she claims that there is an element of
truth in the familiar phrase ‘forgive and forget’:
An attitude of resentment tends to keep the incident before our minds in a way that
an attitude of forgiveness does not. When we forgive, we make peace with the past
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and no longer feel a need to concern ourselves with it, beyond drawing on it in ways
31

that are beneficial in planning for the future.

Martha Minow points out that, in dealing with the past, memory is a double-edged danger,
since one may have too much and too little memory. According to her, this leads to
paradoxical claims about the remembrance of the past. She refers to Dullah Omar, one of
South-Africa’s former ministers of justice, who holds that “we want to put the past behind us
but we don’t want to forget, we want to remember”.32 This finding results in one of the most
pressing questions in dealing with the past, formulated by Ariel Dorfman: “How do we keep
the past alive without becoming its prisoner? How do we forget it without risking its
repetition in the future?”33
This is a central question regarding forgiveness. How can we forgive without losing sense of
the offence, without taking steps to avoid its reoccurrence? And conversely, how can we keep
the memory of the offence alive, without being carried away and imprisoned by old feelings
of resentment or disappointment? How does this paradoxical relation between forgiveness
and memory works? And how does it relate to the common expression that forgiveness
entails forgetting?
Blustein describes the risk of too much memory as a tendency to rumination. It means that
one dwells on the wrongs one has suffered. They become the focus of ruminative thinking.34
Therefore, he emphasizes that despite the sound observation that we should not confuse
forgetting with forgiving, it may be necessary to forget in order to forgive. One can only move
forward with one’s life without being dominated by memories of ill-treatment if one
disengages sufficiently from the past. Consequently, he asks how forgetting can facilitate
forgiveness if forgiveness depends on not forgetting? He claims that to answer this question
we have to take a closer look at precisely how memory is implicated in forgiveness:35
It is conceptual of forgiveness that a wronged party can only forgive if she does not
cease to believe in the wrongness of what was done to her and the culpability of its
agent, hence only if she remembers that she was the object of some culpable
wrongdoing. This is correct as far as it goes, but like much else in the standard
31
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account, it doesn’t go nearly far enough. We must also identify the kind of memory
we are speaking about and explain why a theory of forgiveness should do this […].
One way to make the point that forgetting is an important or even vital part of the
process of forgiving is to draw a distinction between remembering and remembering
well. Forgiveness is only possible, it might be suggested, if one remembers being the
object of culpable wrongdoing and does so well, and this presumes that there are
good and bad, better and worse, ways of remembering.36

As Blustein points out, remembering well apparently also implies in part forgetting. How
precisely does this work?37 And how does this mode of forgetting differ from the temporal
forgetting that is described and repudiated by Jankélévitch? The question thus not only turns
out to be what kind of remembering is involved in forgiving, but also: what kind of forgetting
is required?

1.1.2. Transformative Forgiveness

For a further description of the kind of forgetting that is involved in forgiving and how it
relates to memory, Jankélévitch’ account is illuminating. As pointed out above, Jankélévitch
warns not to replace forgiving by forgetting. Therefore, he holds that forgiveness should be
given before forgetting starts to dissolve the offence. Nevertheless, he also strongly affirms
that forgiveness amounts to a form of forgetting. But the kind of forgetting forgiveness
amounts to differs crucially from the unavoidable temporal forgetting that results from
decay. According to Jankélévich the difference between them stems precisely from the
transformative power of forgiveness. He calls forgiveness a transfiguring virtue that has in
itself no relation to temporality.38 Nevertheless, in forgiving, one needs to be conscious of
time and temporal decay and transform memory before it is transformed by time. One needs
to take responsibility for and control over forgetting by forgiving. In forgiving one anticipates

36

Ibid., 101.
For Blustein it is a matter of emotion regulation. He discusses several techniques and methods. The idea of
self-regulation as essential to human flourishing, and thus also crucial to forgiveness, is part of a virtue
ethical account subscribed by Blustein. See Blustein, Forgiveness and Remembrance, p. 100-101. In the second
part of this thesis I will tackle this connection between forgiveness and self-regulation or self-mastery.
38
Jankélévitch, Forgiveness, 30. Moreover, Jankélévitch argues that the moral problem that forgiveness has to
resolve is situated outside of time. According to him, not only values are atemporal, but also sin. Sin began in
time, but is atemporal a parte post. See ibid., 55, 47.
37

28

forgetting and recognizes the unavoidable decay of memory. It is a decision to take the fate of
memory in one’s own hands.39
Jankélévitch describes this process of transformation as an active confirmation of the
phenomenological mode of becoming. The phenomenological mode of becoming in time, of
which temporal and passive forgetting is a result, is both futurition and preterition.40
Although it transforms in opposite directions, towards the future and to the past, becoming
consists of one singular movement:
[D]epending on whether one looks toward the future or toward the past, becoming
ceaselessly posits a future, and with the same stroke and at the same time it deposits
a past behind it. Successively, it makes the future present and makes the present
past, and it does this in the same movement and with the same continual renewal.
Indeed, to construct a becoming, a recollection and an appearing are necessary at the
same time.41

In Jankélévitch’ view, forgiveness needs to actively confirm this process of becoming, instead
of being a result of it. He argues that temporality in any case will be the strongest. Forgetting
will one day or another take place and memory is thus a lost cause. Therefore, one might as
well forgive forthwith and finish once and for all with the lost cause. Forgiveness recognizes
the invincibility of inexorable destiny:42
In order not to be crushed by the machine of the temporal process, the good memory
anticipates its certain defeat, it takes the part of forgetting without getting to the
point where becoming compels it, and as a consequence it hastens to forgive. It does
not persist stubbornly in conserving outdated modes, in keeping in circulation
decirculated currencies, in remaining stuck on outdated hatreds: it favors becoming
by accelerating it.43

Forgiveness thus turns out to be an act of remembrance. But in order to realize this it needs
to cooperate actively with the unavoidable process of becoming in time. The tendency to
stubbornly hold on to the past may be considered a bad way of using memory:
39
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[T]he man of ressentiment, being similar to the remorseful man, clings and clutches to
the preterit and stubbornly hardens against futurition. Aggressive rancor resists
becoming; and forgiveness on the contrary, favors becoming by ridding it of
impediments that weigh upon it, it cures us of rancorous hypertrophy.44

The good memory thus cooperates with the unavoidable process of becoming in time. It
confirms the general direction of becoming. Or to use Jankélévitch’ words: it helps becoming
become.45 Rancor and resentment, in contrast, aim to prevent temporal change. This is
obviously not implied in forgiveness.
In Jankélévitch’ view, forgiveness is a gracious act and needs the trampoline of an
unshakable, good memory.46 In forgiving one relies on memory in order to set off and jump
in the direction of becoming. This way forgiveness accelerates forgetting.47 The good memory
enables to project the offended above the offense and confers on grace the élan and spring of
which it has need:48
The discontinuity of forgiveness is rendered possible by the fullness of memories.
Nothing could be more evident: in order to forgive, it is necessary to remember.49

It is also important to illuminate that for Jankélévitch forgiveness not only helps becoming to
become. Becoming also helps to forgive.50 But obviously, the right order is crucial. Becoming
only sustains forgiveness, if forgiveness anticipates becoming and thus remains an act.
Forgiveness must remain ahead of time. For this reason, in Jankélévitch’ view it needs to be
granted immediately, right after the offence.
Jankélévitch’ discussion of rancor points out that he not only distinguishes between two
modes of forgetting, but also between two modes of remembering. In fact, the metaphor of
the trampoline points out that it is not only necessary to have a good memory, but also to
make good use of it, to use it in a transformative, gracious way.
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In “Le Pardon peut-il guérir?” Paul Ricoeur also makes a distinction between two modes of
remembering. He describes the active and transformative use of memory, arguing that it
entails a certain kind of labor: the labor of remembrance. Ricoeur is also dedicated to the
view that one can only forgive what is not forgotten, although forgiving also entails an effort
to forget. For him, forgiveness is situated at the intersection point between the labor of
remembrance and the labor of mourning, which implies a capacity to forget.51
Ricoeur wonders how it is possible that on the level of common or shared memory, some
peoples seem to suffer from a surplus of memory, as if they were haunted by their memories,
while others suffer from a lack of memory, as if they aim to flee from their own past.
According to Ricoeur, both are in fact ways of escaping real remembrance. In reference to a
text by Sigmund Freud, Erinnern, Wiederholen, Durcharbeiten, Ricoeur draws a distinction
between compulsive repeating and the labor of remembrance.52 On the individual level,
Freud observes that some patients are repeating instead of remembering or recollecting their
past. The repetition has taken the place of memory. It is an obstruction to Freud’s psychoanalytic cure, and above all against the work of interpretation. As a result of this resistance
against memory, remembrance becomes a real labor.53 Ricoeur expands this observation
concerning compulsive repetition in individual patients to the historic consciousness of
peoples, cultures and communities. Peoples or communities that seem to have a surplus of
memory, take a pleasure in this compulsive repetition. But Ricoeur thinks that it also makes
some peoples escaping their past, as they fear to lose themselves in this frightening
compulsion. Consequently, Ricoeur asks what may be the historical equivalent to Freud’s
therapeutic labor of remembrance. He believes it to be a critical use of memory. According to
him, the critical use of memory is possible on the level of narration. The critical aspect
concerns taking care to tell history in a different way, to tell it also from the viewpoint of the
other, one’s friend or one’s enemy.54 But Ricoeur argues that such a rewriting of history is
only possible if one confronts the presupposition that only the future is indefinite and open,
while the past is determined, fixed and closed. He argues that the mere facts are indeed
ineffaceable. But the meaning of what happened is not established once and for all. Events
not only remain open for interpretation, they are also affected by our current projects.
According to Ricoeur, it is possible to change the moral load of the past, the burden of debt
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that presses upon one’s project and one’s present.55 For Ricoeur, this kind of remembrance
has a close tie with forgetting. It is not a fleeing forgetting, but an active, releasing forgetting.
Ricoeur connects the labor of remembrance to the labor of mourning, another Freudian
notion. The labor of mourning implies a slow release, till the point the object of loss can be
interiorized again. For Ricoeur, forgiveness is situated right on the point where labor of
remembrance and labor of mourning meet. It implies both forgetting and remembering: One
can only forgive what is not forgotten. On the other hand, forgiving also implies an active
forgetting.56
This active form of forgetting turns out to be another feature of forgiving and constitutes its
transformative power. Forgiveness entails an act of conscious and careful release, an active
letting go. It does not result from disinterestedness, but it takes an interest in working
through the past towards the future. Ricoeur places forgiveness at the intersection point
between the labor of remembrance and the labor of mourning. The transformative power of
forgiveness is a result of its mediation between active remembering and active releasing.
In Ricoeur’s view, we thus find a further elaboration of the use of memory and of the double
meaning of forgetting that is also pointed to by Jankélévitch. The intersection point between
memory and forgetting lends forgiveness its transformative character, represented in
Jankélévitch’ image of a gracious jump made on the trampoline of an unshakeable, good
memory.57 As such, forgiveness enables the conscience to liquidate old objects of rancor and
to become a voyager without baggage: it goes out to meet life, with a light step:58
Conscience, lightened of the weight of memories and ressentiments, surmounts the
weight like an astronaut and raises itself toward a height in one leap, after having
jettisoned the ballast. Make way for novelties! In this way, forgiveness undoes the
last shackles that tie us down to the past, draw us backward, and hold us down.59

But again, this is not a reckless, careless freeing. It is a conscious confirmation of change and
becoming:
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By allowing the coming times to come to pass, and, in doing so, accelerating this
coming, forgiveness indeed confirms the general direction and the sense of a
becoming that puts the tonic accent on the future.60

This clearly illuminates how we should understand the relation between forgetting and
forgiving that is exemplified in the expression “forgive and forget”. They are both separate,
but related activities that need to sustain each other. The effort to disentangle forgiveness
from forgetting points out that forgiveness requires memory. But, since forgiveness also
amounts to a kind of forgetting, it comes to the fore that forgiveness has a crucial mediating
and transformative role in dealing with the memory of an offence. The transformation of
forgiveness enables a future that is discharged of the past without blotting out history. It
enables a remembrance that is neither a compulsive repetition nor a stubborn clinging. It is
founded in memory, but it also entails the active decision to go along towards the future and
to dare to let go of the past. This, in turn, enables to look back at the past from a distance,
from a different angle and to re-interpret history in light of what the future has brought. It
enables an open conversation between past and future. In that way, it also enables to
respond to Ariel Dorfman’s concern: “How do we keep the past alive without becoming its
prisoner? How do we forget it without risking its repetition in the future?” 61 The
transformation of forgiving operates not as a fence between past and future, but as a gate. It
is founded in memory and reaches out for the future. It facilitates the remembrance of a vivid
past, without being dragged down in it, without being in need of its endless repetition and
remembrance. Simultaneously, it enables a free and light future, without wiping out the
stupidities and offences of the past. In forgiving, the past sustains and informs the future. It
enables its change and to make other and better choices.
In disentangling forgiving from forgetting we pointed at three fundamental features of
forgiveness. First, we revealed it as an activity. Secondly, we discussed that forgiveness
requires memory. Thirdly, we pointed out how forgiveness takes part in forgetting. The
combination of these three features reveals and illuminates the specific transformative
power of forgiveness. Within that transformative power, a capacity for novelty comes to the
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fore, which will be of great concern in our further elaboration of forgiveness as an
interruptive, spontaneous act.62

1.2. Excusing

We often hear utterances like “I know you couldn’t help it, I forgive you” or “you should
forgive him, he didn’t know what he was doing”. Utterances such as these suggest that in
order to forgive someone the context of the wrongdoing needs to be illuminated. It asserts
that grasping the conditions and situation in which the wrong took place helps making the
transition towards forgiveness. Conversely, it also suggest that one is somehow entitled to
your forgiveness, as soon as there are certain reasons, causes and circumstances that explain,
extenuate or contextualize the wrong. In these cases, withholding forgiveness would be
conceived as harshness.
These presuppositions are also found in the philosophical literature on forgiveness. In
contemporary debates on the meaning and possibilities of forgiveness there is a strong
emphasis on the development of an understanding heart, the cultivation of a capacity for
empathy and the recognition of one’s shared human fallibility. At the same time, it is also
explicitly stressed that forgiveness should be distinguished from excusing a wrong. The
illuminated circumstances that need to soften the forgiver’s heart and prepare him for
forgiveness are thus not fully absolving a wrongdoer from his responsibility.
However, the strong emphasis on the role of understanding and empathy obscures the
peculiar role and work of forgiveness. Even if certain explanations and illuminations of the
wrong do not entirely absolve someone of their responsibility, they are still aimed at
mitigating the offence. This way they tend to extenuate the experience of the wrong. If they
are effective, they do not help to forgive, but on the contrary leave not much to be forgiven.
In what follows I will point out that forgiveness is not enabled by explanations and
clarifications, but has to deal with that aspect of the wrong that remains after all possible
excuses and explanations are given. I argue that this is not sufficiently grasped and endorsed
in the contemporary literature on forgiveness, resulting in serious confusions about its
practice.

34

1.2.1. (Ir)responsible Wrongdoing

Scholars working on the topic of forgiveness mostly assert that forgiveness needs to be
distinguished from excusing. What difference in meaning and scope does this conceptual
distinction reveal? What happens when we excuse someone or when we are offering excuses
for a wrong? And how does it differ from granting and asking forgiveness?
Philosophers mainly agree that excusing means absolving someone of the responsibility for a
wrong. Although they usually not give explicit account of their concept of excusing, one can
identify three recurring constitutive elements. First, a given excuse implies that someone is
not (fully) responsible for an occurred wrong. Second, it does so by pointing at certain
circumstances that compromise one’s responsibility. Third, the circumstances lift the guilt
and blame of the irresponsible agent.63 One may also identify two types of circumstances that
reduce or absolve someone’s responsibility. Either a responsible moral agent is compelled by
external circumstances - he acted involuntarily - or there are circumstances that compromise
his general ability for making moral decisions, for instance in the case of insanity. In either
case, it is acknowledged that a wrong took place or someone is harmed, but the judgment
that the agent was culpable is revised.64 Jeffrie Murphy for instance claims:
To regard conduct as excused (as in the insanity defense for example) is to admit that
the conduct was wrong but to claim that the person who engaged in the conduct
lacked substantial capacity to conform his conduct to the relevant norms and thus
was not a fully responsible agent.65

Some scholars, like Trudy Govier and Norvin Richards, further distinguish between
exculpatory excuses and mitigating excuses.66 Whereas exculpatory excuses eliminate one’s
responsibility altogether, a mitigating excuse merely diminishes the agent’s responsibility for
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the wrong.67 One may argue that there are only limited clear-cut examples of wrongs to be
entirely excused. Being late on a date without notification can be exculpated when your bus
was stuck in traffic and your phone was stolen the evening before. But if you were neglected
and abused in your childhood by an alcoholic father and, as a result, you experience
difficulties in life and become a brutal thief, your troubled youth counts as a mitigating
circumstance, but it does not absolve you of the responsibility for your criminal behavior.
Govier holds that in the case of mitigating excuses, some culpability remains, since one is not
entirely determined by the circumstances:
[T]he existence of mitigating excuses, does not show that [the wrongdoer] was forced
or compelled to commit these crimes and thus does not remove him from the arena of
moral choice and responsibility.68

Richards puts it as follows:
[A]lthough the insanity excuse perhaps does erase all responsibility, not every
excuse is so powerful. Commonly, excuses do not exonerate, but only mitigate by
showing that one acted less badly than it appears. […] [But] the excuse leaves it the
case that the agent did wrong the person. […] [A] wrongdoer with the common sort
of excuse is still a wrongdoer.69

Since they do not entirely determine one’s behavior, mitigating circumstances only diminish
one’s responsibility and do not entirely absolve it.
Most philosophers agree that exculpation is not what is involved in forgiveness. Whereas
excusing fully or partially absolves someone of blame and guilt, forgiveness is a response to
clear-cut wrongdoing. Margaret Holmgren, for instance claims that forgiveness is only at
issue “when a moral agent commits an offense, without justification and in the absence of an
exculpating excuse”.70 This act must have been negligent, reckless or willfully wrong: “Where
there is no wrongdoing, there is nothing for the injured person to forgive”.71 David Novitz
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holds that one can only forgive people if it is believed that they are responsible and if they
are therefore blamed for the wrong that was done. Forgiveness, he continues, is called for “in
precisely those situations where the emotions that we have are appropriate to the wrong and
the harm that we believe to have been done.”72 Similarly, Jeffrie Murphy argues that we may
forgive only what is initially proper to resent. According to him, resentment is a justified
moral emotion in reaction to culpable wrongdoing and forgiveness entails the overcoming of
that justified resentment. He argues that if a person did nothing wrong or was not
responsible for what he did, there is nothing to resent, although there may be much to be sad
about:73 “Resentment – and thus forgiveness – is directed toward responsible wrongdoing; and
therefore, if forgiveness and resentment are to have an arena, it must be where such
wrongdoing remains intact”.74 Joanna North puts it as follows: “[O]ne cannot forgive when no
wrong has been done, for there is no breach to be healed […]. Forgiveness requires that a
wrong not be disregarded, overlooked or dismissed.” 75 Trudy Govier asserts that
“[f]orgiveness presupposes responsible wrongdoing, which is not present if the agent has an
exculpatory excuse.” 76 Charles Griswold holds that to forgive someone assumes their
responsibility for the wrongdoing: “[I]t represents a change in the moral relation between
wrong-doer and wronged that accepts the fact that a wrong was indeed done, and done (in
some sense) voluntarily.”77
Responsible wrongdoing thus turns out to be a fundamental presupposition of forgiveness.
This feature marks the distinction with excusing. One cannot forgive when no wrong has
been done. Forgiveness can only take place when no excuses lift the blame and dissolve the
wrong. As soon as the wrong disappears, the possibility of forgiveness also dissolves.
However, in order to address the peculiarity of the practice of forgiveness one should delve a
bit deeper into this conceptual distinction. This helps to clarify and evaluate some important
confusions and assumptions that arise in the debate on forgiveness. It is possible to make
three critical comments in regard to the conceptual distinction between excusing and
forgiving:
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a) The presupposition of responsible wrongdoing also implies that the act of forgiveness
involves an accusation. The wrongdoing is not only not wiped out, but it is rather made
explicit. This feature is excellently discussed by Glen Pettigrove. He argues that forgiveness
does not only presuppose a moral failing. The wrongdoing is also explicitly thematised and
communicated in the language of forgiveness. He argues that for this reason we may take
offence when someone aims to forgive us when we do not believe to be responsible or at
fault.78 Certainly, if I say “I forgive you” to someone who fails to offer me a seat on the bus
while I am heavily pregnant, this person may take my forgiveness as an accusation, as a
reference to a wrong. If I grant forgiveness to my colleague for being too late in a meeting
after he told he was stuck in traffic, he may either be offended by my forgiveness or take it as
a joke. Since it suggests that I either don’t believe or accept his excuse for being late or try to
be funny by overstating it as a serious wrong he committed. If I forgive my neighbor, who is a
Muslim, for the attack that is perpetrated by a Muslim terrorist days before, he may be hurt
or outraged by my forgiveness, since it suggests that I automatically hold him, as a Muslim,
co-responsible for the committed murders.
This points out that there may be cases in which forgiveness is inappropriate. If there are
valuable excuses that annul a wrong or if someone is simply not involved, forgiveness is not
only unnecessary, but also misplaced. It also reveals that forgiveness is not neutralizing or
wiping out a wrong. It rather draws explicit attention to it.
b) The general description of excusing as the dismissal of the agent’s responsibility for the
wrong leaves under-exposed how a valid excuse also affects the character of the wrong that
is done. A valid excuse that absolves someone of the responsibility of the wrong also entails a
disappearance of the wrong as an offence or deliberate violation. In some cases, however,
there may remain considerable harm, for which reparations may be requested. Yet this harm
no longer has the character of an offence.
In view of the further development of my argument it is important to emphasize and discuss
the distinction between an offence and a wrong. The term ‘offence’ points at the deliberate,
invasive and offensive aspect of the wrong. Some believe for instance that an offence entails
a claim about the victim, namely that she is not worthy of respect.79 It points at the moral
transgression that is committed by harming someone, suggesting that the other deserves no
better treatment. In contrast with this, the term ‘wrong’ points at the fact that the violation or
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misbehavior constitutes a certain reality or harm that can never be fully restored. But it is not
determined whether the suffered wrong results from a deliberate moral transgression.
The offence as a violation that is willy-nilly done to someone dissolves as soon as excuses
absolve the blame. This is also expressed in the language we use when we absolve someone
of blame. When we excuse someone or accept the excuses someone is offering, we mostly do
not say “I do no longer blame you’ or ‘I know you’re not responsible or guilty”. Instead, we
tend to emphasize the fact that we no longer take offence by stating: “That’s ok”, “It’s no
problem” or “Don’t worry about it”. These utterances demonstrate that excuses -once
accepted- not only lift the blame of the offender. Their acceptance by the victim implies that
at one fell swoop the offence, as a moral transgression, is wiped out altogether. In some cases,
when there are no further consequences and no damage, this will also make the wrong
disappear, since it turns out that there was no violation. There may for instance only have
been an uncontrolled but not harmful bodily movement or an innocent remark. Yet when
there are further consequences attached to the offence and there is suffered considerable
harm, the wrong does not disappear. Whereas an offence may be withdrawn by a valid
excuse or by offering apologies, the wrong as an irreversible occurrence leaves its marks and
cannot be wiped out.
c) We have discussed thus far that most accounts subscribe the idea that exculpation,
implying a full exoneration of blame, is not what is involved in forgiveness. But with regard
to the role of mitigating circumstances that merely lessen the blame for the wrong, positions
are less clear. Some philosophers believe that a clarification of the mitigating circumstances
fosters forgiveness. But it must become clear that any excuse, even if it is only a mitigating
one, is working as an extenuation. It still aims at exonerating someone, although only
partially, of the blame for the wrong. The conceptual difference between what is released by
excusing someone and what needs to be dealt with in forgiving is easily blurred in those
cases. Let us therefore unpack how this confusion arises and unfolds in the debate on
forgiveness. The analysis and evaluation of the underlying assumptions and confusions are
required to develop a proper account of the task of forgiveness.
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1.2.2. To Understand All is to Forgive All

A central topic for discussion is the role of understanding in forgiveness. Some philosophers
believe that understanding facilitates forgiveness. This is also suggested in the common
expression “To understand all is to forgive all”. Trudy Govier for instance argues:
Understanding a person’s circumstances and history may give us a sense of how a
person could have come to commit some wrong – how the act might have seemed
necessary or acceptable to him or her – or how frustration and bitterness could have
affected that person’s motivation. Some degree of understanding and empathy may
make it easier to understand what made this wrongdoer ‘tick’ – and in doing so,
facilitate forgiveness.80

Govier holds that understanding circumstantial factors makes it easier to distinguish the
agent from his acts and thus makes forgiveness easier. In the process of forgiveness, she
claims, we come to understand the wrongdoer as a person who is more than his evil deeds, a
moral agent capable of more than just wrongdoing. Nevertheless, she argues, the possibility
of partial understanding, which implies the existence of mitigating excuses, does not show
that the wrongdoer was compelled or forced to commit those crimes. Consequently, it “does
not remove him from the arena of moral choice and responsibility”.81 Thus she clearly
affirms that forgiving entails responsible wrongdoing. She also aims to subscribe the
distinction between forgiving and excusing when she posits:
The familiar saying that ‘to understand all is to forgive all’ will mislead us if it makes
us think that when we fully understand any human act we will fully excuse it and
then, as a result, be committed to forgiving. An argument against the claim that
understanding must result in forgiving is that we can understand acts without fully
excusing them.82

She claims that acts may be explained in such a way that understanding these acts is fully
compatible with holding the agent responsible for committing them, and thus also with
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forgiveness. To make her argument, she relies on the distinction between mitigating and
exculpatory excuses. She argues that mitigating excuses merely diminish the agent’s
responsibility. When there is an exculpatory excuse instead, one’s responsibility is
eliminated altogether. 83 According to Govier, a mitigating excuse can be connected to
forgiveness, as the victim should more easily forgive the wrongdoer if she understands the
mitigating factors. In the case of an exculpatory excuse, the issue of forgiveness does not
arise, since the agent has not committed a culpable wrong.84
Govier correctly distinguishes between excusing as an absolving of the wrong on the one
hand and forgiving as a response to responsible wrongdoing on the other. However, the
connection she makes between understanding the mitigating factors of a wrong and
forgiveness precisely blurs the distinction she aims to endorse. In supposing that excuses
may somehow support forgiveness, she fails to see that forgiveness precisely deals with that
aspect of the wrong that can’t stand any excuses whatsoever. Even if there are valid excuses
that mitigate someone’s responsibility, forgiveness is precisely dealing with the wrong that
remains after all possible excuses and explanations did their work. It is a wrong of which the
wrongdoer cannot clear himself. It is precisely because he cannot exonerate himself by
referring to certain circumstances that he is in need of the victim’s forgiveness. The idea that
excuses of a mitigating sort somehow help to forgive only reveals that sometimes they
mitigate the wrong to only a minor violation, so that there remains not so much to forgive.
Moreover, in some cases, the appeal to mitigating excuses does not make it particularly
easier, but even harder to forgive. If a wrongdoer keeps insisting on his troubled youth, on
the difficulties he experienced in his life, on the overwhelming emotions he felt, the bad
friends he met, it may become very hard for the victim to forgive him. For the victim, the
insistence on the mitigating circumstances may indicate a failure of the offender to recognize
the wrong. It may point to a neglect of both his own role in the wrongdoing and the harm
that is caused with it.
To address the problems with the notion of understanding in further detail, it is helpful to
discuss David Novitz’ account of forgiveness. David Novitz’ view on the role of
understanding resembles the way in which it appears in Govier’s account. In his article
“Forgiveness and Self-Respect” Novitz argues that the effort of seeking understanding is an
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essential part of the task of forgiving. He holds that seeking out the other side of the story is a
way of seeking to undermine one’s grievance as a victim. It entails placing the wrongdoer’s
wrongful action in the context of his life and needs:85
By trying to see events from your point of view, I grasp, sometimes ‘from the inside’,
what motivated you, what errors of judgement prevailed, and why they had such a
grip on your imagination. Any such attempt to identify imaginatively with your
situation, and the resultant (perhaps imperfect) understanding of what it was like to
be in that situation, may help to destabilize my attitudes towards you. For my new
understanding places your actions in a different perspective and may enable me to
feel, for a moment at least, as you must have felt. I may feel the urgency of your
needs and so see differently why you acted as you did. The willingness and the
ability to see things differently and to depart from our own settled perspective is, I
think, a necessary part of the task of forgiving, and requires some degree of empathic
thinking.86

At first sight, seeking out the other side of the story seems to be an unproblematic way of
performing what Ricoeur calls the labor of remembrance. Instead of sticking to one’s own
story and point of view, compulsively repeating it, one should reach out for the other. One
should be open to his side of the story and allow history to receive a different meaning.
Novitz argues that people can fuel their resentment by offering a history that fixates on one’s
own grievances. One may emphasize only those events that reinforce one’s sense of injustice
and bruised pride. He holds that in fueling one’s resentment one marginalizes the other’s
point of view and neglects elements that might otherwise have helped explain the offending
behavior.87 The openness to the other’s point of view may indeed be a precondition for
forgiveness, as it amounts to a kind of remembrance that avoids rumination. However, this
does not imply that in itself it either explains the behavior or facilitates forgiveness, as Novitz
assumes. To some extent he seems to be aware of this difference when he posits:
[O]ne cannot forgive unless one tries to understand the other side of the story;
unless, that is, one attempts to construe events from the point of view of the person
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who has acted wrongly towards you. But while this is a necessary component of the
task of forgiving, it cannot itself ensure forgiveness.88

He argues that, first of all, one may fail to see things from another’s point of view. One may
for instance mistakenly believe to understand things from the other’s point of view, when
one does not. Or the effort may just be insufficient to resolve one’s bitter feelings, since one
remains baffled by the motives and beliefs of the other. Or, secondly, one may be successful
in empathic thinking but as a result of it, come to see just how selfish and cruel the offender’s
behavior was. Thirdly, one’s empathetic understanding may also lead to a kind of
Schadenfreude, one may take pleasure in the offender’s discomfort, his guilt and contrition.89
Certainly, this cannot be called forgiveness, but reveals instead one’s commitment to
revenge. Unfortunately, Novitz seems to be insufficiently aware of the consequences this has
for his account. In fact, it undermines the entire idea that understanding is somehow part
and partial of the effort or task to forgive. It clearly reveals that in order to forgive, we cannot
rely on the ability to take the point of view of the other. We need another extra step. Taking
this other step is precisely what forgiveness is about - it cannot be accomplished by or
reduced to understanding.
This demonstrates that forgiveness is a totally different activity than understanding. To
forgive, we need to do something else, something that crucially differs from all other
methods we use for getting along with people and for achieving reconciliation. We rely on
forgiveness because it accomplishes something we cannot achieve by any other means. The
activity of forgiveness thus demands for a peculiar description. In translating forgiveness to
the activity of understanding, one precisely fails to describe the peculiarity of its task.
In the cited passage, Novitz also argues that taking the point of view of the other and seeking
understanding of the situation he was in, helps to destabilize one’s attitude and undermines
one’s grievances. He suggests that this amounts to forgiveness. In his view, forgiveness not
merely entails the renunciation of one’s claims against the wrongdoer, but must also result in
the dissolution of one’s negative feelings. 90 But the idea that understanding decreases
negative feelings and is –as a result of this- constitutive for forgiveness contradicts, in an odd
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way, how he describes the act of forgiveness as a response to responsible wrongdoing. In a
passage we already partly cited in the section on responsibility, he claims:
One can forgive people […] only when they are believed to be responsible and so are
blamed for the wrong that was done. Certainly, excuses […] do not always exonerate;
sometimes they mitigate, and when they do, we may cease to feel quite so strongly
about the people who harmed us. But this […] does not amount to forgiveness.
Forgiveness is called for in precisely those situations where the emotions that we
have are appropriate to the wrong and the harm that we believe to have been done.91

In this passage Novitz thus admits that the diminution of negative feelings about a wrong is
not a reliable indication at all that it was forgiveness that took place. The diminution of
negative feelings is often precisely a result of certain excuses. Nevertheless, it is remarkable
that Novitz takes understanding the point of view of the other to cause a weakening of one’s
attitudes and, furthermore, takes this kind of understanding as a necessary precondition of
forgiveness.92 But if forgiveness is dependent upon the prior weakening of emotions, which is
a result of the act of understanding, is it still forgiveness that is at work? Or is it overtaken by
something else? Isn’t its activity overruled by the mitigating act of excusing, as Govier at least
partly admits? If forgiveness is considered to be dependent on the understanding of reasons
that clarify one’s action or put it in a different light, one blurs the distinction between the
activities of excusing and forgiving.
The problems of Novitz’ conflation of the peculiar activity of forgiving with the activity of
understanding are also excellently addressed by Pamela Hieronymi. She argues that Novitz’
conception of the role of understanding as a facilitator of forgiveness replaces the act of
forgiving by the act of excusing. Consequently, it also misrepresents the peculiar and
irreplaceable task of forgiveness. She demonstrates that the difference between
understanding and forgiving becomes especially apparent in a detailed analysis of what
precisely is asked for in the speech act of asking for forgiveness:
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If I ask for forgiveness, I am not asking you to understand why I did the deed, from
my point of view. […] To ask you to understand things from my point of view is to
hope for an excuse, not to ask for forgiveness. […] I am instead asking you to believe
me when I say that I no longer see what I did to you as acceptable, to recognize and
so ratify my change of heart. I am also, importantly, asking you to willingly absorb
the damage that I have done and which I cannot repair, both the damage in our
relationship and the broader material or financial damage, which is an offense to
you and which testifies against my change of heart. I don't want your pity. Not even
your compassion will suffice. I need something at once more intimate and more
costly. I need your forgiveness.93

Hieronymi draws attention to the peculiarity of the activity of forgiveness by pointing out
that none of the circumstances or reasons for someone’s wrongdoing can be constitutive for
it. As soon as reasons or situations are brought in, forgiveness collapses into excusing.
Vladimir Jankélévitch holds a similar view, when he claims that any act of intellection and
understanding compromises the possibility for and the task of forgiveness. According to
Jankélévitch, a proper description of the ‘heart of forgiveness’ depends on its strict
distinction from other related activities, since it can only be given via negativa.94 It is only in
marking its distinctiveness that some positive features may come to the surface. For him, a
form of “’forgiveness’ that is founded on an excuse is reduced to the simple admission that
there never was an offence and that the idea of fundamental wickedness is an entirely
illusionary mirage.”95 Such forgiveness would be merely and paradoxically a recognition of
the fact that there is nothing to forgive, since the obstacle (the misdeed) is what requires
forgiveness. In “obliterating the obstacle, we get rid of forgiveness itself”.96 This illustrates
again what is discussed before: that excusing is not merely a matter of changing one’s
attitude towards an offender or changing one’s feelings about a wrong, but it also
fundamentally alters the character of the wrong. A valid excuse takes precisely the
transgression or offence out of the misdeed or wrong. It makes its offensiveness disappear.
This brings Jankélévitch to the conclusion that forgiveness precisely needs to forgive the
inexcusable. It is a response to what cannot be dissolved by the act of excusing:
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First of all, the excuse excuses only what is excusable. As for the inexcusable,
restrictive indulgence abandons it to the rigor of laws. It is forgiveness that takes
charge in the inexcusable, for the inexcusable can be forgivable even though it is not
excusable. The excusable is, a fortiori, forgivable, but it is [sic] does not need for us to
forgive it since the rational excuse suffices to demonstrate its innocence.97

Jankélévitch thus holds that since forgiveness deals with a wrong that cannot be withdrawn
by excuses, it cannot rely on any reasons that might be given for the wrongdoing. It can only
forgive what cannot be explained and is thus not excusable. Jankélévitch provides an
excellent phenomenological description of the way in which forgiving and excusing
mutually exclude each other. This does not imply that an offence that seems excusable at
first sight cannot turn out to be blameworthy after all. The need for forgiveness arises as
soon as the given reasons turn out to be insufficient. Perhaps Novitz is right in stating that
one should first of all seek understanding. But he is wrong in taking this to be a step towards
forgiveness. It is important to examine whether one’s accusation of the other is right,
whether there are compelling reasons for assuming that the wrong was in fact not really an
offence. Scrutinizing one’s beliefs and presuppositions is a necessary step in getting along
with other people. Mostly, this will do most of one’s reconciliatory work. Forgiveness is only
a required possibility when there are no excuses that completely annul the wrong. Since the
proper description of forgiveness also compels to describe the wrong it deals with as what it
is, namely an inexcusable evil act, forgiveness may seem a lot more difficult, perhaps even
impossible. Derrida, for instance, emphasizes its impossibility by pushing Jankélévitch’s
conceptual distinction even further. Jankélévitch believes that in exceptional cases there
exists evil - for instance the so-called crimes against humanity – that is simply unforgivable.
It is irreparable and inexpiable and therefore forgiveness would lose its meaning and
wouldn’t make sense.98 Derrida, by contrast, assumes that the unforgivable is the only thing
to forgive. It is the only thing that calls for forgiveness:
If one is only prepared to forgive what appears forgivable, what the church calls
‘venial sin’, then the very idea of forgiveness would disappear. If there is something
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to forgive, it would be what in religious language is called mortal sin, the worst, the
unforgivable crime or harm.99

Consequently, in Derrida’s view forgiveness not merely forgives the inexcusable, but
precisely the unforgivable. It is a paradoxical activity, formulated in the following aporia:
[F]orgiveness forgives only the unforgivable. One cannot, or should not, forgive;
there is only forgiveness, if there is any, where there is the unforgivable. That is to
say that forgiveness must announce itself as impossibility itself. It can only be
possible in doing the impossible.100

Derrida aims to emphasize the extra-ordinary moral activity of forgiveness. Forgiveness is
precisely dealing in a moral way with that which is morally unacceptable and thus
principally impossible to overcome, to process or to deal with. Therefore, he assumes that
forgiveness can only reveal its peculiarity in absurdity: it is “madness of the impossible”.101
It is not necessary, however, to push the activity of forgiveness into this moral absurdity to
emphasize that it deals precisely with the evil that remains unexplained, unprocessed and
unwarranted. In distinguishing forgiving from understanding and excusing it becomes clear
that forgiveness is perhaps not what it is often assumed to be. This, however, does not
necessarily renders it uncommon or exceptional. The activity of forgiveness may simply not
be properly articulated. I agree with Derrida when he claims that forgiveness needs to
forgive the fault and the guilty as such.102 But this is not the same as assuming it is absurd.
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1.2.3. The Human Fallibility Condition

The distinction between excusing and forgiving also plays a prominent role in another
related contemporary debate. The debate revolves around the recognition of shared
humanity and shared human fallibility. In the previous section we revealed that most
contemporary accounts describe forgiveness as a response to responsible, culpable evil.
However, the proneness to evil is a condition all humans share. No human being is immune
against the possibility of deliberately wronging another. For this reason, some philosophers
assert that the recognition of shared human fallibility compels to moral modesty and
amounts to an attitude of mildness, generosity and forgiveness. But again, if forgiveness is
dependent on the recognition of our shared humanity and fallibility, does it not collapse into
excusing?
In his influential account of forgiveness, Charles Griswold puts forward the recognition of
one’s shared humanity, human frailty and imperfection as a necessary, though not sufficient,
step towards forgiveness.103 Griswold perceives of the recognition of our shared humanity as
a remedy against the tendency to see a wrongdoer as a moral monster, in whom we no longer
recognize anything right or human.104 He points out that there may be two interpretations of
what it means to depict a wrongdoer as a monster. In the first interpretation, one speaks of a
monster in order to say that someone became an automaton, or completely and criminally
insane, no longer able to exercise agency.105 In a second interpretation we mean by a moral
monster that the wrongdoer has many of the characteristics we would ascribe to any person,
including sanity and rationality, but we see nothing morally good in that person. He or she is
injuring others without giving them a second thought.106 But Griswold points out that the
language of monstrosity occludes the distressing and perplexing thought that part of what is
so disturbing in some offenders is that they are so recognizably human. To point this out he
refers to an interview with Primo Levi. In this passage Levi asserts that during his time in the
concentration camp he never saw a single monster. He met people like you and me, who
were acting the way they did because there was Fascism, Nazism in Germany. Therefore, he
warns:
103
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Were some form of Fascism or Nazism to return, there would be people, like us, who
would act in the same way, everywhere. And the same goes for the victims, for the
particular behavior of the victims about which so much has been said, mostly
typically by young Israelis who object “but we would never act that way.” They’re
right. They would not act that way. But if they had been born 40 years earlier, they
would have.107

According to Griswold this points out why the use of moral monster as a term should be
abandoned. He argues:
[S]uch accusatory phrases feed much too easily into the tendency, natural to a
rapidly accelerating sense of resentment, to dehumanize an offender and thereby to
justify inappropriate harsh retaliation. The dangerous potential of this rhetoric is all
the more evident at the political level, where it may be woven into narratives of
innocence and “justified” revenge that sustain violence for generations.108

Nevertheless, Griswold notes that from this we do not need to infer that the abolishment of
labels such as ‘moral monster’ makes all offenders forgivable. It might still turn out to be
impossible to forgive a non-monstrous offender.109
However, Griswold does not merely abandon the image of a moral monster. He goes one
crucial step further. He uses the inappropriateness of the image of the moral monster to
point out that in order to forgive, we need to acknowledge the common humanity we share
with the wrongdoer. He emphasizes that this recognition is not a sufficient condition, but a
necessary first step. He acknowledges that the recognition of shared humanity brings with it
a train of other related notions and capacities, such as the notion of fallibility, the capacity
for sympathy and the ability to understand the other. He takes these notions to be intuitively
and classically clustered together.110 They do not suffice as conditions for forgiveness, but
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they enable to hold a truer perspective on the offender, to see the offender in a new light and
to obtain right judgment.111
To illustrate the importance of the recognition of shared humanity, Griswold refers to a
passage in Homerus’ Iliad. He discusses the moment at which Achilles and Priam, mortal
enemies in the Trojan War, meet for the first time in person. Achilles has killed Priam’s son,
Hector. In his overwhelming rage he has also attempted to defile his corpse. Priam declares
that he now must do the impossible, namely to kiss the hand that slew his beloved son.
Although they have every reason to hate and kill each other, they decide to dine together
instead of taking revenge.112 During the conversation they acknowledge similarities: they are
both members of a family and care deeply for their homeland. Moreover, they discuss the
unfortunate circumstances the Gods have placed them in and contrast their shared
imperfection and humanness with the omnipotence of the Gods. According to Griswold, the
example illustrates that the recognition of our shared human fallibility is an important
condition for forgiveness, as it enables to commiserate with one another or at least to
imagine the world from the other’s point of view.113
It is crucial to note that Griswold thus assumes that the recognition of one’s shared humanity
also entails the recognition of one’s shared human fallibility. Consequently, he takes this as a
starting point for the possibility of forgiveness:
The analogies of situatedness and kinship, and the contrast of mortals and gods,
implicitly invite a sympathetic recognition of the enemy as one-like-us. The facts of
our shared interdependence, embodiment, finitude, emotive make-up, subjection to
forces beyond our control – in short, facts about our imperfection – allow us
commiseration with one another, or at least imagine the world from the other’s point
of view.114
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He takes forgiveness to be a virtue operating “against the background of a narrative about
human nature and its aspirations that accepts imperfection as our lot.”115 It is responsive to a
context of imperfect creatures like you and me, rooted in a world that is fractured and
threatening. In response to the demands of such world, it helps the possessor of the virtue of
forgiveness to live a good life.116
In a response to Griswold’s account, Hailey Huget argues that Griswold’s reliance on the
shared condition of human frailty threatens the possibility of holding an offender
accountable.117 To point this out Huget evaluates Griswold’s citation of Primo Levi. As
revealed above, Griswold uses the quote to point to the uselessness of the image of a moral
monster. However, according to Huget, Griswold’s argument that theoretically no person
ought to be excluded from sympathy – which she takes to be an innocuous argument –
carries with it some implications that could deprive a victim of the ability to hold an offender
accountable. She holds that in Levi’s quote Nazis are not only understood as potential objects
of sympathy, but also as victims of historical and political circumstances. Moreover, she
argues, they are envisioned as morally equal to the Holocaust victims, because the victims
are supposed to have perpetrated the same atrocities had they been born 40 years earlier.
It must be noted that Huget misunderstands Levi’s quote on this last point. Levi is not
claiming that the victims would have perpetrated the same atrocities, but that they would
react in the same meek way as the victims did 40 years ago.118 Nevertheless, it does not hinder
the point she aims to make. She argues that preventing anyone from claiming that she might
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not have done the same prohibits holding an offender (and perhaps also a victim)
accountable for how he reacted under these circumstances. In fact the idea that the
circumstances determine one’s responses entirely, compromises the possibility of moral
judgment and of moral accountability all at once:
That primary culpability is attributed to the circumstances prompts the victim to
conclude that, given the same circumstances, she might have done the same.
Likewise, it prevents the victim from determining that, given the same
circumstances, she would definitively have not done the same. […] While this does
not deny the perpetrator’s responsibility for crimes, it does compromise the overall
goal of holding them accountable […]. To mitigate resentment, the victim concludes
that the offender is not really accountable for the wrong action – or at least the
circumstances are more to blame than the offender himself.119

Griswold’s reference to our shared humanity is thus used to point out that we share the same
human fallibility and as a logical consequence of this fallibility nobody could resist the
compelling circumstances the Nazi criminals were in. In this form, it clearly works as an
excuse.
Huget also evaluates the second example given by Griswold to discuss the importance of the
recognition of one’s human fallibility: the story of Achilles and Priam. Huget takes it to be
significant that after the conversation their ways part again and the war continues. There is
neither forgiveness nor lasting reconciliation. In the end they both get killed. Griswold treats
the continuation of the story somewhat arbitrary, but it is in fact telling. Huget argues that
their conversation of shared humanity seems to remove the structure of victim and offender.
Both parties come to understand one another as victims of human fallibility and
imperfection. The conflict is no longer situated between them, but between them and the
Gods. Consequently there is no need, and even no possibility, of forgiveness between
Achilles and Priam. As the antagonism is shifted towards the circumstances and away from
one another, their sympathetic connection is established by realizing that they are both
victims of their circumstances.120 In my view, instead of an attitude of forgiveness, the
recognition of shared human fallibility thus seems to foster a kind of fatalism in Achilles and
Priam. They do not resist the mentioned circumstances and continue the war.

119
120

Huget, “Forgiveness, Reconciliation and Accountability,” 347.

52

Ibid., 346.

Griswold explicitly holds that the context of shared fallibility should not function as an
excuse for wrongdoing. In a response to his critics, published before Huget’s response, he
emphasizes that our shared human fallibility should not be presented as a reason for
forgiveness, since this amounts to excusing. For this reason, he assumes that the unilateral
forgiveness of the Amish people after a school shooting cannot be paradigmatic for
forgiveness.121 According to Griswold, the Amish are inspired by Jesus’ utterance on the cross:
‘Father forgive them for they do not know what they do’. But in line with Jeffrie Murphy, he
takes this as an example of excusing:122
If we are to ‘forgive’ on the grounds that we are all fallible, erring creatures, who
know not what they do, then forgiveness does collapse into comprehensive, across
the board, unconditional excusing. Perhaps that is a defensible response to wrongdoing; but it is not forgiveness.123

In his view, the Amish reliance on Jesus’ plea on the cross is thus not an example of
unilateral forgiveness. Instead, Jesus cites a reason that turns forgiveness into excuse.124
In his book on forgiveness, Griswold similarly argues that if X forgives Y in view of the fact
that X too has been guilty of causing injury, this would lead to across the board excusing. It
would entail the conclusion that since we are all fallible creatures liable to doing that sort of
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thing, none of us is really responsible.125 Therefore, he argues that the relevance of shared
fallibility for forgiving should be supported by two other considerations. First, he argues that
it amounts to reasonableness: if you expect to be forgiven for the injuries you caused to
others you ought to forgive the injuries caused by others to you. He thus perceives of it as a
kind of rational moral exchange. He continues arguing that one should not make claims of
others that one is unwilling to make of oneself. The idea of a moral exchange is thus
supported by the moral modesty argument. Furthermore, he asserts that a story about
shared fallibility “would naturally enter into the explanation of the wrongdoing”.126 Secondly,
Griswold assumes that forgiveness implies seeing the offender in a new light. In order to do
see the offender in a new light, it helps to recognize that he is embodied, imperfect and
fallible just as you are. Again, he claims that the wrongdoing can be understood in part by
reference to his fallibility. This avoids imputing to him a permanently rotten or monstrous
character.127 Griswold concludes that right judgment and the appropriate attunement of the
sentiments requires that one is sensible to the context, “the ineliminable imperfection of the
human world”.128
Griswold explicitly claims that the kind of understanding he refers to should not be
understood as excusing, but rather as making the wrongdoing intelligible.129 However, as
discussed above, making a crime intelligible is always part of an explanation that somehow
tends to mitigate and thus alter the wrong. Whatever the aim of the explanation may be, it
always has the effect of making the wrong seem less blameable. As revealed before, lifting
the blame from the offender is exactly what is implied in excusing. If the condition of shared
fallibility becomes part of such an explanation, how could we not interpret it as an argument
aimed at lessening someone’s responsibility, and by extension of the responsibility of all
wrongdoers ever and everywhere? Even if the given circumstances perhaps only function as
a mitigating excuse and not as an exculpatory excuse, they are still aimed at minimalizing or
reducing one’s culpability. Such an explanation always focuses on traits and circumstances
that we may recognize as by themselves quite innocent or not especially culpable. Therefore,
it always tends to reduce the indignation about the wrong on the basis of those elements.
Putting wrongs into a context of general fallibility thus always distracts from what actually
125
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happened and from the offender’s responsibility for what happened. Similarly, the entire
idea of ‘seeing the offender in a new light’ equally shares the tendency to put the emphasis
on those characteristics and circumstances of the wrongdoer that testify against the idea that
he is to be blamed. Although it may be a very legitimate thing to do with regard to judging a
wrongdoer appropriately in court, it is questionable whether it has anything to do with
forgiveness. In spite of what some arguments and concerns in the literature on forgiveness
may suggest, forgiveness is not a matter of court.130 Forgiveness explicitly affirms the wrong
of which the offender –whoever he may be- cannot be exonerated, whatever mitigating
reasons he may have.
It is also questionable whether Griswold’s argumentation suffices to avoid that his account of
forgiveness, as rooted in the recognition of shared fallibility, collapses into excusing. It is one
thing to assume that the awareness of our shared humanity avoids the delusion of moral
superiority, but it is quite another to claim that the recognition of our shared human
fallibility helps us to understand the wrongdoing, to put it in a context that helps us to judge
the wrong appropriately, and thus to forgive. Even if the notion of fallibility is not presented
as a clear-cut reason, Griswold still takes it as a mitigating factor that paves the way for
forgiveness. One may ask what is exactly the difference between bringing forward the
fallibility condition as an argument or a reason for forgiveness and presenting it as an
illuminating context, the recognition of which provides a preparing ground for forgiveness?
This last formulation just seems a way of creating a smokescreen.
It is very significant that Griswold describes understanding not merely as a pre-condition but
also as the aim of forgiveness. Consequently, if the effort of understanding the other as a
fallible human being with whom we should principally sympathize should not be
understood as being a reason for forgiveness, what to think of the idea that it is its aim? In
formulating his explicit ambition to distinguish forgiving from excusing, Griswold claims:
[I]f [rationalization] exempts the wrong-doer from responsibility for the wrong
action, it amounts to excuse. […] But the aim of forgiveness is something quite
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different: to understand, to relinquish revenge and resentment, all the while holding
the offender responsible.131

But, in my view, this is not an accurate description of the aim of forgiveness. I argue that the
aim of forgiveness is not to understand. As pointed out before, forgiveness is precisely aimed
at dealing with that part of the wrong that appears as not understandable. If a wrong keeps
on disturbing a relationship or keeps on evoking all kinds of negative feelings, reproaches
and reprisals, this may demonstrate that there is something about the wrong that resists to be
understood. It may precisely demonstrate that all understandable reasons that are given for
the wrong are not strong enough to annul the wrong. This may point out that understanding
thus not suffices to remove the obstacle the wrong constitutes for the future. Precisely for
this reason something else, something quite unfamiliar and odd like forgiveness is called
upon. Surely it is the aim of forgiveness to remove the obstacle of the wrong. But as I already
revealed in the previous section, forgiveness is appealed to precisely because all efforts to
understand somehow fall short to perform that task.
Moreover, one should be aware of the further implications Griswold’s assumptions have
regarding the consistency of his argument. If understanding is both a precondition for and
the aim of forgiveness, his argument becomes circular. If understanding the other as a
fallible human being is already presupposed in being able to forgive, how can it also be its
aim? If such understanding already presents itself as an available option to rely on, what
would we need forgiveness for if its aim also consists of understanding? Within this view,
forgiveness thus becomes redundant and pointless.
It is thus clear that in referring to a shared condition of human fallibility as both a means for
and aim of forgiving Griswold is not appropriately giving account of what is implied in
forgiveness. Instead, he relies on mitigating factors that may reduce one’s resentment,
indignation or outrage about the wrong in some other way. In fact, it doesn’t matter whether
the mitigating circumstances are called upon as straightforward compelling and exculpating
reasons for forgiveness or whether they are referred to in order to foster a general attitude of
moral modesty. In either case they are used to draw the attention away from the offender’s
responsibility and the wrongness of the act by concentrating on certain unfavorable
circumstances of which the offender may be a victim. Consequently, the mitigating
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circumstances also draw the attention away from what the peculiar activity of forgiveness
needs to deal with: the inexcusable wrong that turns out to be an obstacle for future
engagements. One does not need to believe in the existence of moral saints in order to
require that the wrong is recognized as such. As soon as the human fallible condition is used
as a means for reducing this requirement, it compromises the possibility of forgiveness and
amounts to excusing.
To further examine the role of a sense of agency and responsibility in forgiveness it is helpful
to refer to an illuminating experiment. The experiment examines the effects of a common
victim identity in Israel-Palestine as a strategy for undermining competitive victimhood and
compares it to the effects of a common perpetrator identity.132 The researchers emphasize
that they are the first to examine the common perpetrator identity intervention empirically.
Thus far, studies merely focused on the effects of a common victim identity. 133 The
comparison between the common victim identity intervention and the common perpetrator
intervention shows remarkable differences in relation to one’s willingness to forgive. First of
all, the experiment points out that an active effort to cultivate a common victim identity
reduces competitive victimhood between Jews and Palestinians. The researchers found the
same effect in inducing a common perpetrator identity. The induction of a common regional
identity failed to obtain the same results. Remarkably, in the common victim intervention,
the researchers found decreased moral defensiveness. However, in the common perpetrator
intervention, an increased sense of agency was found.134 The study also found that there was
a difference in how both interventions related to forgiveness. In the common victim
intervention there was no direct path to increasing forgiveness, whereas in the common
perpetrator intervention the direct link with increased forgiveness was significant. 135
Consequently, in the common perpetrator intervention an increased sense of agency may be
linked to the probability of forgiveness. This may reveal that it is not the awareness of one’s
132
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shared human fallibility that prepares someone for forgiveness, but rather the ability to take
common responsibility for what happened. By asking and granting forgiveness, both victim
and offender fight the current circumstances and aim to deal with the past without evading
one’s responsibility for it.
In my view, one needs to make a clear distinction between being a victim of the
circumstances and being a responsible person acting in certain unfavorable circumstances.
In the first case one shifts the blame. In the second case, one operates as a responsible agent
and is prepared to acknowledge guilt. For Jankélévitch, this acknowledgment of guilt is
essential for forgiveness:
Before there can even be a question of forgiveness, it is necessary that the guilty
person, instead of protesting, recognize himself as guilty, without pleas or mitigating
circumstances, and especially without accusing his own victims; not at all!136

Since the human fallibility condition is a permanent and unavoidable condition, any reliance
on it tends to draw the attention away from one’s individual responsibility. As Griswold
rightly remarks, the concept of voluntariness is quite complex. In fact, Griswold posits, “[o]ne
could argue that there are always mitigating excuses, that wrong-doing is never just
voluntary; there is always a story about how one ended up doing the evil deed.”137 Probably,
he argues, this is why people hold that “tout comprendre c’est tout pardoner”. However, he
continues, the common saying is mistaken if ‘pardonner’ means to forgive.138 Griswold thus
not only clearly subscribes the need to distinguish forgiving from excusing, but he also seems
clearly aware of the fact that all kinds of circumstances and stories for the wrong amount to
mitigating one’s responsibility for the wrong. Nevertheless, he believes that presenting the
human fallibility condition as something that merely prepares someone for forgiveness
avoids that it amounts to excusing. Anyhow, as already pointed out above, the fallibility
condition is used to demonstrate that as human beings we do not have entire control over
our acts. It serves to point out that in some sense we share a kind of victimhood. Griswold
asserts that as a result of this awareness a victim of wrongdoing will find it less difficult to
forgive an offender. However, as the experiment I referred to shows, it is highly questionable
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that there is a direct link between shared victimhood and the kind of moral modesty that
results from it on the one hand and forgiveness on the other.
Thus, the distinction between forgiving and excusing also points to a crucial difference
between forgiveness and reconciliation. While shared victimhood may induce reconciliation,
it also compromises taking responsibility for the crime and the conflict. Apparently,
forgiveness at least requires that neither the victim nor the offender escapes the shared
responsibility for what happened. Naturally, in some exceptional cases, the circumstances
may be so compelling that they compromise their entire agency. However in those rare cases,
which exculpate and thus annihilate the wrong, forgiveness simply disappears out of view.
The only remaining possibility is to repair the harm that is suffered.

1.2.4. The Peculiar Task of Forgiveness

Having addressed the conceptual distinction between forgiving and excusing and having
discussed the problems with the notions of understanding and human fallibility, it is now
possible to illuminate in further detail what the peculiar task of forgiving might be.
Above I pointed out that a minimum degree of accountability for the wrong is a
presupposition for granting someone forgiveness. However, this does not imply that
forgiveness is a response that is concerned with questions of accountability. This is an
important, underestimated and often neglected difference between forgiving and excusing.
Whereas excusing is concerned with questions of someone’s responsibility for the wrong,
forgiveness focuses on the existence of the wrongdoing as such. Forgiveness focuses on the
wrong and its consequences, on how it appears as an obstacle and a problem for future
relationships and actions. It does not deal with the intentions, explanations, circumstances
and apologias of offenders. These matters should be dealt with in court. Forgiveness is not a
matter of court procedures. It is a way of overcoming the obstacle and tangible harm that is
posed by the wrong. It deals with the claim that is made on future action and mutual trust,
not with claims on individual responsibility and the legal proceedings attached to it.
Surfing the internet in search for articles mentioning the aim of forgiveness, I came across an
interesting remark made on Quora, a website where questions are asked, answered, edited
and organized by a community of users. In his reply to the question what the purpose of
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forgiveness is, user Shay Joshua Garnett gives a quite accurate theological interpretation of
the divine commandment to forgive. He explains what he assumes that will happen when
some victim, Janet, holds a grudge against her offender, Roger, and is asked by God to
forgive. Garnett posits:
When Janet forgives Roger . . . then Roger is still accountable (and in trouble) with
GOD . . . and Roger has to answer to GOD . . . but Roger no longer has to answer to
JANET. When we hold a grudge, the other person has to answer TO US, and we are
not happy until WE get the punishment and the torment that we wish handed out to
that other person.139

He refers to the fact that questions on accountability and responsibility are dealt with in the
Last Judgment. When we forgive we hand over the judgment on the offender’s responsibility
to God’s Last Judgment, he claims, instead of taking the law in our own hands. In a secular
interpretation of the invitation to forgive, we could argue that the judgment about someone’s
responsibility is handed over to a secular and impartial court. When one hands over this
judgment, one refrains not only from taking revenge, but also from being concerned with the
offender’s responsibility for the wrong. Therefore, it could be held that forgiveness
acknowledges and communicates the wrongdoing, but leaves the judgment about
responsibility, intentionality and mitigating circumstances behind. It deals with the
consequences and appearance of the wrong as such. The activity of forgiveness is thus also
situated beyond all possible explanations of one’s intentions. Therefore, the question:
“Should or can I forgive this person” also does not depend on an understanding of how the
wrong came about, but on an estimation of the possibilities for removing the obstacle that
the wrong poses.
A misleading tendency in the literature on forgiveness is to assume that the distinction
between forgiving and excusing corresponds to a distinction between a response to
intentional wrongdoing and a response to unintentional wrongdoing. However, this
correspondence is far from self-evident. This is very well captured by Gaëlle Fiasse. She
holds that forgiveness can also be at stake in some cases of involuntary wrongdoing. At first
sight, this seems to contradict the assumption that forgiveness presupposes responsible
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wrongdoing. But I will point out that a focus on the harm that is caused by a wrong does not
necessarily eviscerate the presupposition of responsible wrongdoing.
Fiasse puts forward an example in which someone goes hunting and ends up hurting one of
two lovers, who were hiding in the bush. The hunter did not know they where there, since he
was told that the woods were private. Consequently, no one was supposed to be in there.140
The injury of the lover in the bush was thus clearly an accident on the part of the hunter.
Nevertheless, Fiasse argues that it is not clear why the wounded person would merely need
to excuse the hunter. She explains that the victim may be overflown with resentment, since
what matters to her is not only the intention of the hunter, but also the repercussion of the
hunter’s action on her life. Fiasse argues that real wrongdoing has been committed, insofar
as she is now paraplegic. 141 In her view, forgiveness is thus not merely a response to the
degree of voluntariness in the performance of an action, but also, and even most importantly,
to the damage that is suffered:
The one who caused damage to a person should not ask for forgiveness only in
regard to the degree of voluntariness in one’s own action, but also in regard to the
harm done to the other person. This situation often arises in cases of involuntary
accidents which have terrible consequences. The solution, however, is not to make
people guilty of what they are not responsible for, but to emphasize the need for
recognizing situations where their actions are the origin of suffering.142

Fiasse’s view thus excellently illustrates the fact that forgiveness is not concerned with
evaluating the intention to do wrong, but with overcoming the harm and damage that is
caused by it. The idea that involuntary actions sometimes require forgiveness does not make
the assumption that forgiveness requires responsible wrongdoing invalid. If someone is
acquitted for the wrong in front of the court, it does not necessarily mean that they no longer
feel responsible for their actions. As Fiasse points out, we even feel regret in particular for
those actions that were involuntarily. If someone plans to injure someone else, they will not
feel regret if they succeed, since it was their choice.143 The impact and awareness of one’s role
in involuntary wrongdoing is for instance demonstrated by cases in which motorists have
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run someone over and killed them. Even when the motorist is completely innocent, a strong
awareness of the harm that is done may remain. This may foster the need to be forgiven for
what happened. Especially when children are involved, the innocent motorist may feel a
strong need to ask the grieving parents for forgiveness or to offer his apologies.144
For Fiasse, the insight that involuntary actions may require forgiveness is a reason for giving
up the sharp conceptual distinction between excusing and forgiving. I do not follow her in
this conclusion. I do not take the conceptual distinction to be the problem, but the
conclusions that are derived from it. In my view, the distinction between excusing and
forgiving precisely helps to illuminate where some conclusions go wrong.
Fiasse’s rejection of the conceptual distinction between forgiving and excusing results from
the manner in which Jankélévitch and Derrida put the distinction to its extreme. Both
Jankélévitch and Derrida take the sharp conceptual distinction between excusing and
forgiving to imply that only the most pure and wicked evil can be forgiven. Jankélévitch
holds that forgiveness can principally do everything. Even when the crime is so severe that
no proper atonement is available, forgiveness remains a possibility:
Forgiveness is there to forgive precisely what no excuse would know how to excuse:
for there is no misdeed that is so grave that we cannot in the last recourse forgive it.
(…) Forgiveness can in this sense do everything. (…) For if there are crimes that are so
awful that the criminal who commits them cannot atone for them, then the
possibility of forgiving them still remains, forgiveness being made precisely for such
hopeless and incurable cases.145

As revealed before, Derrida also claims that if there is something to forgive, it must be the
mortal sin, the worst unforgivable crime or harm.146
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But it is questionable whether those conclusions are right. If the distinction between
forgiving and excusing is taken seriously, one should be able to excuse what is excusable
about an offence and forgive the wrongdoing that remains despite all excuses. In my view, it
would be a mistake to assume that there are crimes that are exclusively excusable, and
crimes, mortal sins for instance, that are exclusively forgivable. The existence of mitigating
excuses, which I take to be the most common form of excuses, demonstrate that when
something is excusable, it is not necessarily only excusable. The ‘inexcusable’ Jankélévitch
refers to, could be considered to be that aspect of the wrong that cannot be removed by
excuses. It refers to the damage and suffering that result from a wrong. It is the remaining
testimony of that aspect of a wrong that cannot be lifted by excuses and explanations.
In my view, the distinction between forgiving and excusing is thus not a distinction in its
object, namely between voluntary and involuntary wrongdoing. It is a distinction between
dealing with the consequences of a wrong and dealing with the accountability for the wrong.
Naturally, forgiving requires some degree of responsibility, since it is an agent one is
forgiving. We are forgiving the agent for actions he actually performed. It doesn’t make
sense, as Jeffrie Murphy points out, to forgive a sudden storm that soaks me.147 Similarly, in
some cases, one’s responsibility may be compromised to such an extent that one’s actions are
reduced to bodily movements and responses. These are exceptional cases. But even in some
of those cases, when the consequences are horrible, it may make sense to seek forgiveness. A
few years ago a cousin of my husband died after falling from stairs. A friend fell on top of
him. The weight of the friend’s falling body may have caused the cousin’s broken neck. The
friend survived the accident. It would not be absurd if, at some point, he would ask the
parents of his dead friend for forgiveness, even when he is not to be blamed. It is clear that
the parents somehow have to deal with the tragic and unsettling fact that a friend of their
son, who is still alive and well, may have involuntary caused the death of their son. They
probably would not accept the friend’s plea for forgiveness since forgiveness – as we
commonly understand it – is taken to be a response to guilt. It would suggest that the friend
is to blame for what he did, which would be unacceptable in this case. The parents rather
made this horrible fact bearable for themselves by taking another perspective on the story.
They believe that the body of their son has broken the fall of the friend and therefore their
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son has given his life saving the life of his friend. This also points out that, by conceiving of
forgiveness as a mere response to guilty wrongdoing, we somehow deprive forgiveness of its
power to deal with the inevitable tragic of human life and action and thus with the
consequences of wrongdoing as such.
In most cases of wrongdoing, even those for which we are not held accountable and thus
cannot be prosecuted, some sense of responsibility remains. It is the responsibility that is tied
to the fact that we act in a world we share with others and in which the most innocent acts
may have far-reaching consequences. As I will discuss below, forgiveness deals precisely
with the consequences of this responsibility that comes with the unpredictability of acting
among others. This also points out that there may be a way in which the sentence “I know
you couldn’t help it, I forgive you”, makes sense without implying that the wrong is merely
extenuated or mitigated.

1.3. Condoning

A pivotal and influential theme in the literature on forgiveness is the distinction between
forgiving and condoning. It is often believed that in order to distinguish forgiving from
condoning, it needs to be granted with some conditions attached, such as repentance of the
offender. These conditions are assumed to guarantee that forgiving does not mean letting a
wrong pass or refraining from taking offence. However, Aurel Kolnai argues that the
condition of repentance renders forgiveness redundant. Since the offender’s repentance
entails a reaffirmation of moral value and a withdrawal of the moral offence, there is nothing
left to do for the victim. Forgiveness therefore loses its point. As a result, Kolnai argues,
forgiveness is suffering from a logical paradox: either it is granted unconditionally and
therefore unjustified and at risk of condonation, or it implies a rational response to
repentance and becomes therefore redundant. A current solution for the underlying moral
paradox of forgiveness, namely the paradoxical effort to overcome in a moral way what is at
the same time unacceptable from a moral point of view, is found in the precondition of selfrespect. However, I argue that the reliance on the precondition of self-respect points at an
inadequacy to articulate the peculiar activity of forgiveness and precisely mistakes
forgiveness for condonation. Moreover, I argue that which Kolnai perceives as a problem of
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redundancy actually results from his problematic assumptions about both wrongdoing and
repentance.

1.3.1. The Moral Paradox of Forgiveness

In the literature on forgiveness there is a prevailing worry that forgiveness may somehow
slip into a form of condoning a wrong. Since forgiving implies releasing the offender, fear
exists that one may fail to morally condemn the wrong. One may somehow refrain from
communicating disapproval of the wrong, either to oneself, to the offender or to other
members of the moral community. Forgiveness, it is argued, cannot be morally acceptable if
it means that someone goes scot-free.148 When forgiveness fails to condemn a wrong it may
even become complicit in the wrongdoing.
This worry has deeply influenced the contemporary debate on forgiveness. The worry rises
from what is believed to be an inherent moral paradox of forgiveness. This moral paradox is
put to its extreme in Derrida’s account and results from the assumption that forgiveness
entails an effort to overcome in a moral way what is simultaneously unacceptable from a
moral point of view. This causes an insolvable moral conflict. Derrida therefore calls
forgiveness intrinsically paradoxical or ‘impossible’.149
Generally, two routes are taken in the contemporary debate on forgiveness to avoid
condonation while granting forgiveness. The first route is taken by conditional accounts of
forgiveness. They assume that forgiveness can only be morally justified if at least one
condition is fulfilled on the side of the offender. The most common condition is the
condition of repentance. The second route, taken by both conditional and unconditional
accounts of forgiveness, entails a precondition on the side of the victim, namely self-respect.
This precondition is for instance put forward by Jeffrie Murphy. It is believed to be essential
for defining forgiveness as it marks soundly the distinction between forgiveness and
condonation.
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A large part of the contemporary literature on forgiveness entails a discussion on the moral
role of the condition of repentance and the precondition of self-respect.150 However, many of
the assumptions that guide the debate on these conditions are deeply problematic. One of
these problematic assumptions is the basic idea that forgiveness is intrinsically at risk of
condoning. Therefore, in order to disentangle this and other related assumptions and
conclusions and to evaluate them, I have to partly reconstruct how the discussion on these
conditions has taken shape.

1.3.2. Repentance and the Problem of Redundancy

The idea that forgiveness is somehow at risk of condoning an unacceptable moral offence is
constitutive for most conditional accounts of forgiveness. The condition of repentance is the
minimal condition put forward by these conditional accounts.151 These accounts claim that
when forgiveness is granted without explicit repentance, regret or even an apology of the
offender, it is unacceptable from a moral point of view, as it may imply or at least signal
condonation of the wrong.

152

The concern that forgiveness, when it is granted

unconditionally, might be an impermissible form of condoning is what Glen Pettigrove calls
the condonation objection.153 Aurel Kolnai takes the condonation objection to be one side of
what he calls the logical paradox of forgiveness. He formulates the objection as follows:
Forgiveness is objectionable and ungenuine inasmuch as there is no reason to forgive,
the offender having undergone no metánoia (‘Change of Heart’) but persisting in his
plain identity quâ offender. The contrast lies between genuine forgiveness with its
backbone of a crystal-clear pro response to value and con response to disvalue on the
one hand and condonation with its innuendo of spineless accompliceship, or
‘compounding with’ disvalue, on the other.154
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Kolnai thus assumes that forgiveness can only avoid slipping into condonation when one has
good moral reasons for forgiving. Although he takes it to be self-evident that genuine
forgiveness is an act that is supportive to moral value and disapproving of what disesteems
morality, he believes that forgiveness should only take place if it is informed by good
reasons. In all other cases one is merely condoning the wrong. In line with the conditional
view, Kolnai takes these reasons to depend on the offender and his behavior.155 The offender
needs to give at least some indications that he went through a ‘change of heart’. He needs to
repudiate his act and needs to convince that he is a person worthy of forgiveness by showing
some form of regret. By doing so he reaffirms the rules of morality. Only when he does so, it
seems no longer unacceptable to forgive him.
But Kolnai also points out that as soon as there are reasons to forgive, because the offender
has undergone a change of heart, forgiveness tends to lose its point. This is the other side of
the logical paradox of forgiveness he draws attention to. Since the wrongdoer himself
repudiated his act, the offence no longer poses a treat to the victim and the moral
community. He is no longer devoted to disvalue. Kolnai assumes that, as a result, the attitude
of the victim also automatically alters. If a wrongdoer, Ralph, has credibly mended his way,
this also automatically changes the attitude of Fred, the victim, towards Ralph. He gives up
his own retributive position. Even more, if he would not forgive, this would be a reason for
calling him vindictive. Kolnai points out that the change in Fred’s attitude towards Ralph,
the victim’s change of heart, is ordinarily called forgiveness, but he questions whether this is
correct. He argues that, at this point, the objection arises that forgiveness has lost its ground.
It no longer has a raison d’être, since, due to the wrongdoer’s change of heart, there is nothing
left to be forgiven.156
The logical paradox of forgiveness Kolnai describes thus entails that at the one end of the
spectrum, by forgiving the undeserving, forgiveness threatens to collapse into condonation.
But at the other end of the spectrum, when a change of heart on the side of the wrongdoer
already took place, forgiveness seems to become redundant and pointless. Kolnai
summarizes the consequences of the paradox as follows:
Either the wrong is still flourishing, the offence still subsisting: then by ‘forgiving’ you
accept it and thus confirm it and make it worse; or the wrongdoer has suitably
annulled and eliminated his offence, and then by harping on it you would set up a
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new evil and by ‘forgiving’ you would only acknowledge the fact that you are no longer
its victim. Briefly, forgiveness is either unjustified or pointless.157

Kolnai’s paradox has been very influential in the contemporary debate on forgiveness.
However, it entails at least two presuppositions that are highly problematic, which I will
tackle in the following pages. First of all, Kolnai presupposes that forgiveness can only be
morally acceptable and avoid condonation when one has good reasons to forgive. He also
assumes that only a repenting offender can provide these reasons. Second, he assumes that
wrongdoing can be reduced to a merely moral threat. As a result, he also holds a very narrow
view on repentance as the mere removal of this threat. In my view however, it is precisely
because of this presupposition about wrongdoing that the problem of redundancy of
forgiveness arises.
The idea that forgiveness presupposes good reasons can be found in many contemporary
conditional accounts of forgiveness.158 However, as Cheshire Calhoun points out, this view
makes forgiveness entirely dependent on desert. It implies that forgiveness should only be
granted when it is deserved. One needs a description of the offender that warrants the
victim’s change of heart.159
The distinction between deserved and undeserved forgiveness is ultimately a
distinction between changes of emotional attitude that are warranted by their objects
and ones that are not.160

Asking whether someone deserves forgiveness thus entails asking whether there are any
facts about her that make continued hard feelings unwarranted and inappropriate.161 This
way the moral justification of forgiveness also becomes dependent on what it makes
psychologically possible to forgive. 162 But according to Calhoun this also implies that
forgiveness is no longer freely chosen, or elective:
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Once the desert question is raised there will be no choice to forgive, no generous
granting of forgiveness. Reason requires changing one’s heart, and forgiveness thus
ceases to be elective.163

Consequently, the notion of desert not only makes the question on the moral justifiability of
forgiveness shift towards a question about psychological possibility, but it also makes the
process of granting forgiveness a matter of giving another his due rather than a free act that
brings about a transformation. Kolnai’s idea that forgiveness is unacceptable if one has no
good reasons for forgiveness, thus precisely denies a concept of forgiveness as it is revealed
thus far. Moreover, it leads directly to the paradox he describes. However, this paradox is not
an inherently logical problem of forgiveness. Instead it results from founding forgiveness
logically on desert. If a wrongdoer repents, he gives the victim reasons for forgiveness, since
it makes it possible to see him as a person apart from his wrongdoing. However, on the other
hand, as a result of the offender’s repentance, forgiveness becomes redundant. If the
repentant’s change of heart breaks the connection between her wrongdoing and her true
self, this makes her someone who will not injure the victim this way again. The reformed
person is therefore no longer an appropriate object of resentment. This way the notion of
desert creates Kolnai’s paradox:
The tension between wanting to forgive only the deserving but at the same time
recognizing the minimalism of restricting forgiveness this way yields a variant of
what Kolnai calls the paradox of forgiveness: if only the deserving ought to be
forgiven, then ‘forgiveness is either unjustified [in the case of the undeserving] or
pointless [in the case of the deserving, since there is nothing to forgive]’.164

Whereas in Kolnai’s view the redundancy results from the removal of the moral threat of the
wrongdoing, Calhoun argues that it is a sheer and direct result of the notion of desert. Seeing
forgiveness as a matter of desert means that, as soon as the offender gives the victim certain
reasons to give up resentment, she is committed to do so. Just as it is inappropriate to blame
someone when the wrongdoing turns out to be excusable, it is unwarranted to resent
someone after she repented:

163
164

Ibid., 79.
Ibid., 80. Calhoun cites Kolnai.

69

To give up my hard response upon discovering that your action was excusable or
justified is to give you no more than your due. It is to admit that there was nothing to
be angry about, nothing to forgive. Similarly, to stop my hard response after you have
repented, or made up for things, or suffered enough is to do nothing more than I
ought.165

Calhoun argues that presenting the condition of repentance as a reason for forgiveness
makes forgiveness both risk free and rational. The problem of redundancy is thus caused by
the necessity that is involved in the notion of desert.
To further discuss the problem of redundancy, it is necessary to address the specific
implications of the second presupposition of Kolnai’s paradox, namely the assumption that
the condition of repentance removes the moral threat the wrongdoing poses.
The idea that repentance removes the moral threat and thus renders forgiveness redundant
is based on a problematic view on wrongdoing. As I also briefly discussed in the chapter on
excusing, there is a tendency in the literature on forgiveness to conceive of the wrongdoing
that requires forgiveness as primarily making a threatening claim about the victim. The
wrong is described as posing a threat to one’s moral worth. The victim is wronged, because
she is undeserving of this or that treatment. It does not respect her as a moral person. Jeffrie
Murphy puts it as follows:
One reason we so deeply resent moral injuries done to us is not simply that they hurt
us in some tangible or sensible way; it is because such injuries are also messages –
symbolic communications. They are ways a wrongdoer has of saying to us, “I count
but you do not”, “I can use you for my purposes”, or “I am here up high and you are
there down below.” Intentional wrongdoing insults us and attempts (sometimes
successfully) to degrade us – and thus it involves a kind of injury that is not merely
tangible and sensible. It is moral injury, and we care about such injuries.166
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It thus seems to be assumed that the wrong that needs to be forgiven is primarily a moral
wrong, a transgression against one’s personal moral rights and value. Jean Hampton, for
instance, puts forward the following analysis of what makes a human action not only a harm
to a person but also a wrong:167
A person wrongs another if and only if (while acting as a responsible agent) she treats him in
a way that is objectively demeaning. On this definition those responsible agents whose
treatment of others literally degrades or diminishes them (in either sense) commit
wrongs, as opposed to mere harms, if (but only if) doing these things is itself
objectively demeaning, that is, disrespectful of these individual’s worth.168

But in distinguishing a wrong from mere harm in this manner, Hampton disregards that it are
precisely the concrete irreversible sufferings one endured due to someone’s action that
constitute the wrongdoing. If one blows another’s brains out with a gun, it is not quite the
demeaning treatment that is the problem. One commits a wrong, not merely in offending
someone’s moral status, but also in harming someone in an objective and existential sense.
In contrast with a moral offence, which may be withdrawn or settled, the enduring harm and
the various consequences for one’s life are not just wiped out by the repentance or change of
heart of the offender. Therefore, clearly something remains to be forgiven, even when the
offender has withdrawn his moral claim about the victim and has offered his apologies.
Kolnai assumes that, if a wrongdoer repents, he already distinguishes himself from his act.
He has thus withdrawn the claim he made with his act. He already condemned it and as such
he has re-affirmed himself as a moral person. Kolnai argues that, if we are committed to a
moral principle that condemns and shuns disvalues and responds to value wholeheartedly,
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this principle also provides a self-sufficient maxim of interpersonal conduct. 169 If a
wrongdoer thus greets moral value in repenting his offence, there is no need of something
like forgiveness, since interpersonal morality already requires responding affirmative to
value. Consequently, Kolnai assumes, there remains nothing to forgive, since it would entail
merely registering moral value in place of previous disvalue.170 As a result, forgiveness ends
up in a paradox.
Kolnai aims to offer a way out of the paradox by pointing at the hope and trust that can be
offered in forgiving the undeserving on the one hand, and by arguing on the other that,
despite one’s change of heart, a permanence of guilt remains.171 This guilt has not ceased to
exist and thus remains the object of forgiveness.172 But in my view, there is not merely a
permanence of guilt. Despite one’s change of heart, there also remains a suffered wrong and
its further consequences. As I discussed already in the chapter on excusing, it is often
presupposed that forgiveness deals with someone’s guilt and responsibility for the wrong.
But I argue that this is a misconception. Forgiveness does not respond to matters of guilt, but
to the consequences of the wrongdoing. The fact that an offender has acknowledged his guilt
and perhaps repents or apologizes for it does not alter the fact that a wrong took place and
leaves its marks. Consequently, forgiveness may still be necessary after the wrongdoer’s
repentance and does not only respond to a mere permanence of guilt.
Moreover, it must be pointed out that Kolnai’s problem of redundancy results from a
problematic conception of repentance.
This conception entails the idea that one may repudiate one’s acts in view of a pre-existing
distinction between an act and the person who commits the act. As Calhoun points out, if we
appeal to good reasons for forgiving someone, we typically rely on a story that distances the
offender’s misdeed from the biography of his ‘true’ self.173 It is what is often called, in
reference to Augustine, the distinction between sin and sinner or between the act and its
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agent. Augustine’s statement that one should ‘hate the sin and love the sinner’174 is often used
to explain that in order to forgive, we need to distinguish the agent from his act. It entails the
view that we should not reduce a person to his wrongful act. Instead we should conceive of
him in his pure essence, as a person who is capable of more than just wrongdoing. We
should condemn his wrongdoing, not him as a moral person.
But Calhoun argues that the distinction between the agent and his act on which the
condition of repentance relies makes it impossible to forgive a wrongdoer for the wrong he
committed. In forgiving the offender because of who he ‘really’ is we are not forgiving him
for what he did, but we ‘forgive’ him for what he is despite of what he did. Calhoun therefore
argues that such a distinction between the act and the ‘true’ agent is the same distinction on
which excuses rely:
[I]nsofar as one’s change of heart is grounded in features of a person that make her
non- or less culpable, forgiveness is being offered for the absence of full culpability
and not for the culpability itself.175

She argues that the insistence on a distinction between the agent and his act, as a ground for
forgiveness, precludes granting forgiveness for the wrongness of the wrong. Nevertheless this
is precisely the forgiveness we need. Calhoun holds that the forgiveness we aspire to get is
forgiveness for culpable, unrepentant, unpunished, and unrestituted wrongdoing:
We want forgiveness for the culpability that remains after all excuses, justifications,
restitution, and repentant reforms have been made and accepted – a culpability that
warrants our continuing to be resented. When I ask aspiringly forgiveness, I ask you
to forgive me for something that renders me undeserving and entitles you to hard
feelings towards me.176

This kind of forgiveness is not redundant. It is necessary, precisely because it is unwarranted
and undeserved. With this, Calhoun joins Derrida’s position that we should forgive the
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guilty as guilty.177 According to Calhoun, the reliance on someone’s initial good character,
good intentions or repentance in pointing out that she is not that evil as it seems, indicates a
failure to make sense of the idea that persons can choose evil. Consequently, she claims, we
are driven to explain these choices away, or simply refuse to think about them:178
As Daniel Dennett puts it so clearly, ‘our assumption that an entity is a person is
shaken precisely in those cases where it matters: when wrong has been done and the
question of responsibility arises. For in these cases the grounds for saying that the
person is culpable (the evidence that he did wrong, was aware he was doing wrong,
and did wrong of his own free will) are in themselves grounds for doubting that it is a
person we are dealing with at all’. In order to make sense of the knowing, unjustified
choice to harm, we find ourselves driven to tell stories denying that the agent is fully
a person.179

The change of heart of the victim that results from a distinction between the committed act
and the agent is not one that forgives the choice of evil itself. Calhoun claims that genuine
forgiveness requires telling a story that makes the choice of evil intelligible and permits a
change of heart of the victim towards the persons making that choice.180 It means that one
stops demanding that the person differs from who she is. It is the choice not to demand of
her to improve. One chooses to respect another person’s way of making sense of her life
before resentfully enforcing moral standards.
Calhoun argues that the fear of condoning which results in the stipulation of the condition of
repentance is largely “a fear of undermining the social practice of morality by not conveying
and enforcing the rules and by not improving improvable characters”.181 Moreover, she
doubts whether resentment and protest, which are supposed to be crucial to avoiding
condonation, are helpful for improvement:
As a point about human moral psychology, the idea that resentment, protest, and
punishment best effect moral improvement is surely misguided. The last thing some
need is yet more resentment and punishment. Furthermore, as a point about
ordinarily decent but flawed person’s moral psychology, the idea that moral
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improvement requires other’s tutelage or punitive sticks is equally misguided. To be
a moral agent is to be capable of self-correction.182

Moreover, as Margaret Holmgren points out, withholding forgiveness from the unrepentant
may rather be a form of manipulation than a sign of properly condemning the moral
wrong.183 Martha Nussbaum also points out that imposing conditions, such as the condition of
repentance, on an offender to make him deserving of forgiveness, constitutes a form of
transaction. She therefore calls it transactional forgiveness. 184 In both the Jewish and
Christian tradition there exists a necessary transaction between repentance and confession
on the one hand and forgiveness on the other. But in contrast to Christianity, there is no
explicit abasement or humbling oneself in Judaism and repentance pertains not to wishes or
desires but to acts and omissions-to-act.185 In Jewish tradition there is also no room for
generosity or spontaneity regarding forgiveness: it is a requirement of religious law and
should not be given freely.186 In Christian transactional forgiveness there is a much greater
emphasis on humility and lowness, as essential features of the human condition.187 The
process of forgiveness is a practice of self-abasement, self-obliteration and shaming. As sins
of the mind are considered to be the most fundamental, the confession tends to be endless.
There is never a point at which one can be confident that one has truly confessed every
hidden sin, as sins are extended to the inner domain of the uncontrollable and
ungovernable. 188 Nussbaum portrays it as a harsh inquisitorial process. It demands
confession, weeping and an awareness of one’s lowness and essential worthlessness.189 She
takes transactional forgiveness to be the temporary prize held out at the end of an intrusive
process of self-denigration.190 The forgiveness that results from such a moral transaction can
hardly be called a moral value.

182

Ibid., 85-86.
Margaret Holmgren, “Forgiveness and the Intrinsic Value of Persons,” American Philosophical Quarterly 30, 4
(1993): 348.
184
Martha Nussbaum, Anger and Forgiveness: Resentment, Generosity, Justice (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2016), 58. For my extended review of Nussbaum’s book on Forgiveness and Anger, see Els Van Peborgh,
Review of Anger and Forgiveness. Resentment, Generosity, Justice, by Martha C. Nussbaum, International Journal
of Philosophy and Theology 77, (2016): 342-347.
185
Nussbaum, Anger and Forgiveness, 63-64.
186
Ibid., 65.
187
Ibid., 71.
188
Ibid., 70.
189
Ibid., 73.
190
Ibid., 72. She thus also concludes that, far from being an alternative to the two errors of anger she points to,
transactional forgiveness actually involves both. The payback error is implied in the idea that the confessor’s
183

75

Clearly, grasping forgiveness in terms of a warranted change of heart of the victim and desert
leads to an absurdity, exemplified in the problem of redundancy. It is absurd to try to
understand forgiveness as a deserved or warranted change of heart of the victim since
forgiveness is precisely at stake when one has absolutely no reason and also no right to be
forgiven. As pointed out in the chapter on excusing, forgiveness precisely deals with the
wrong that remains after all possible explanations and reasons for the wrongdoing are given
and did their work. Forgiveness is thus by definition nobody’s due. Nor has one a right to be
forgiven. Precisely for this reason one needs to ask for it. One needs to ask whether the
person who is wronged by them is prepared to forgive them, although they have not the least
entitlement to it.
But if an offender has to go down on her knees and beg for forgiveness, is she not also
brought into the humiliating position we attached to the condition of repentance in the
previous section? Is asking for forgiveness not also a form of expressing remorse and
repentance?
Although there certainly is a form of regret involved in asking for forgiveness, it is important
to note that it crucially differs from the kind of repentance conditional accounts of
forgiveness put forward. As pointed out above, the condition of repentance relies on making
a distinction between the act and its agent. In requiring repentance of a wrongdoer, one in
fact requires that she repudiates her act, openly condemns it and show that as a person she
differs from her bad act. She thus needs to demonstrate that the act is not representative for
who she ‘really’ is. She needs to give at least an indication that, as a person, she possesses a
pure core that is unaffected by her evildoing. She thus needs to demonstrate, to put it in
Griswold’s terms, that she is not a moral monster but retains a morally good essence. As I
pointed out above, the condition of repentance creates the problem that in forgiving a
repentant wrongdoer one is not forgiving the wrongdoer and her choice for evil, but her pure
and unaffected ‘good’ essence. One is not forgiving her for committing evil, but because she
gives evidence of being good. Clearly, this creates the problem of redundancy discussed
above, since forgiving someone for being good is in fact only an unnecessary registering of a
commitment to value.

pain somehow atones for pain inflicted. Likewise, there is the error of narrow status-focus in which lowness
and abasement compensate for a lowering or status-offense inflicted by the offender. Ibid., 74.
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But likewise, Gaëlle Fiasse holds that wickedness as wickedness can also not be the object of
forgiveness.191 It is possible that, if an offender is unaware of or indifferent to his wrongdoing,
forgiveness cannot reach him and may therefore also lose its sense. Instead of putting
forward the condition of repentance, one may thus argue that forgiveness only makes sense
if the offender acknowledges the wrong and asks to be forgiven for it. But how does asking
forgiveness differ from merely repudiating one’s acts?
In my view, the form of regret and remorse involved in asking someone for forgiveness is not
necessarily relying on a distinction between one’s bad act and one’s good essence. As pointed
out by Gaëlle Fiasse, the notion of regret may also apply to involuntary actions that do not
require a distinction between the sin and the sinner. This kind of regret is in fact an
acknowledgement of the suffering and harm caused to the other. Fiasse points out that it is
not “ridiculous to say that we are terribly sorry even when our actions were completely
involuntary because it shows that we are sensitive to what the person endures.”192 She argues
that regret in the Aristotelian sense can be common to involuntary and voluntary actions. In
Fiasse’s view, the Aristotelian use of regret and the stronger psychological dimension of
remorse share the commonality that the agent expresses their wish to have acted differently
in that situation.193 Such a conception of regret and remorse avoids to rely on a pre-existing
distinction between oneself as a good moral person and one’s immoral acts. It precisely
entails the acknowledgement that one is unable to distinguish oneself from one’s act and
therefore asks for forgiveness. As a result, the problem of redundancy disappears.
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1.3.3. The Condonation Objection and the Precondition of Self-Respect

In contemporary literature on forgiveness there is also taken a second route to avoid the
objection that forgiveness may imply condonation. This route entails a precondition on the
side of the victim, the precondition of self-respect. This precondition enables to morally
justify the granting of forgiveness, independent of the attitude of the wrongdoer. Therefore it
is put forward by both conditional and unconditional accounts of forgiveness. Most
contemporary philosophers assume that forgiveness can only be a solid moral value that
avoids the objection of condoning if it is in accordance with one’s self-respect.194 Proper selfrespect is supposed to be a basic minimum and necessary criterion for guaranteeing that one
is not just accepting an unacceptable wrong. Self-respect is mainly presented as a Kantian
notion, implying that one respects the moral person in oneself and acts accordingly.
Compromising one’s self-respect means compromising one’s absolute value as a moral
person and is unacceptable from a moral point of view. It is assumed that being too willing to
forgive signals a lack of self-respect and is thus a vice rather than a virtue. Martha Minow for
instance holds that “some acts of forgiveness raise questions about whether the victim has
enough self-respect or strength to view the injury as a violation”.195 If one forgives as a result
of a lack of self-respect, it turns out to be a mere failure to protest the wrong that is done and
not a moral effort to overcome the wrong.
But how are we supposed to know whether someone is not compromising one’s moral value
as a person and thus one’s self-respect in forgiving another? According to Jeffrie Murphy,
respect for the moral person in oneself constitutes a form of moral anger when confronted
with a violation. In reference to Joseph Butler, Murphy calls this moral anger justified
resentment. But while for Butler resentment is a response to all moral violations, in
Murphy’s view it primarily rises in response to wrongs against oneself and in defense of
one’s self-respect:
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Butler stresses that the passion of resentment functions in a defensive role - defensive
of the rules of morality and of the social fabric those rules define. […] In my view,
resentment (in its range from righteous anger to righteous hatred) functions
primarily in defense, not of all moral values and norms, but rather of certain values of
the self. Resentment is a response not to general wrongs but to wrongs against oneself;
and these resented wrongs can be of two sorts: resentment of direct violations of
one’s rights […] or resentment that another has taken unfair advantage of one’s
sacrifices by free riding […]. Only the immediate victim of crime is in a position to
resent a criminal in the first way; all the law-abiding citizens, however, may be in a
position to resent the criminal (and thus be secondary victims) in the secondary way.
[…] I am, in short, suggesting that the primary value defended by the passion of
resentment is self-respect […].196

Murphy does not only suppose that the initial presence of justified resentment in response to
wrongdoing is an indication that one possesses sufficient self-respect. He also makes a
stronger claim. He holds that resentment is necessary in order not to compromise one’s selfrespect. Therefore, he also claims conversely that a failure to resent a suffered moral injury
points at a lack of self-respect:
[P]roper self-respect is essentially tied to the passion of resentment, and […] a
person who does not resent moral injuries done to him […] is almost necessarily a
person lacking self-respect.197

Moreover, Murphy claims that a failure to respect oneself as a moral person entails a failure
to care about morality. Resentment is defensive of morality by defending the moral person in
oneself:
If I count morally as much as anyone else (as surely I do), a failure to resent moral
injuries done to me is a failure to care about the moral value incarnate in my own
person (that I am, in Kantian language, an end in myself) and thus a failure to care
about the very rules of morality.198
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Consequently, Murphy holds that forgiveness can only be in correspondence with one’s selfrespect if the forgiver has first experienced justified resentment about being wronged. Since
self-respect entails respect for morality in general, he takes the initial presence of justified
resentment to be a precondition of forgiveness to be morally justified. It is crucial in order to
avoid that one becomes complicit in the wrongdoing. He equals a lack of resentment to a
hasty readiness to forgive and claims that it “may reveal a lack of respect, not just for oneself,
but for others as well”.199 Consequently, he concludes:
Forgiveness is acceptable only in cases where it is consistent with self-respect,
respect for others as responsible moral agents, and allegiance to the rules of
morality (i.e., forgiveness must not involve complicity or acquiescence in
wrongdoing).200

In Murphy’s view, the presence of self-respect, and thus the presence of initial justified
resentment, enables to discern forgiveness from condoning. Consequently, in line with
Butler, he defines forgiveness as the overcoming of initial justified resentment.
This definition of forgiveness and the attached precondition of self-respect have become
very dominant and influential in contemporary literature on forgiveness. The precondition
of self-respect has also become a central theme of discussion among conditional and
unconditional accounts of forgiveness. Whereas conditional accounts assume that one only
demonstrates to have sufficient self-respect when one requires repentance of the offender,201
unconditional accounts assume that self-respect provides an independent ground for
forgiveness.
Margaret Holmgren for instance argues that if one truly respects oneself, one is able to affirm
one’s intrinsic value independent of what the wrongdoer does. She points out that
unconditional forgiveness is compatible with self-respect, respect for morality and respect
for the wrongdoer as a moral agent.202 Nevertheless, she holds that the victim first needs to
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take certain steps that secure her self-respect. One needs to be involved in an internal
preparation process that affirms one’s self-respect and precedes one’s unconditional
forgiveness of a wrongdoer.203
However, the assumption that the condition of self-respect is necessary for distinguishing
forgiveness from condonation precisely reveals a failure to give a proper description of the
act of forgiveness. It neglects that the language of forgiveness already bears within it an
acknowledgment and condemnation of the wrong. In stipulating a precondition of selfrespect, one refrains from examining why this is the case. This way, the inherent conceptual
distinction between forgiveness and condoning is precisely neglected. Instead of assuming
that forgiveness is intrinsically at risk of condoning, one should precisely stress and clarify
the fundamental conceptual distinction between both.
Therefore, in what follows I will develop three different arguments in regard to the
precondition of self-respect. First, I clarify the fundamental conceptual distinction between
forgiving and condoning. I demonstrate how Murphy’s reliance on the precondition of selfrespect, and the definition of forgiveness that results from this, reveals precisely an
illegitimate conflation of forgiveness with condoning. Second, I argue that the precondition
of self-respect is not even a reliable criterion for distinguishing forgiveness from condoning. I
to the wrongdoer’s beliefs. One who has real self-respect doesn’t allow oneself to be dominated by other
people’s opinions, recognizes one’s own worth and trusts one’s own judgment. Secondly, against the
argument that unconditional forgiveness wouldn’t respect morality, Holmgren argues that it is perfectly
possible to condemn the wrong without resenting the wrongdoer. For this argument, she relies on the
separation of sin and sinner, put forward by Augustine. Thirdly, in response to the objection that
unconditional forgiveness doesn’t respect the wrongdoer as a responsible moral agent, Holmgren argues that
it is not necessary to sit in judgment on the state of one’s soul in order to regard someone as responsible. For
this she refers to a Kantian conception of the intrinsic value of persons. According to her, the appropriate
response to the fact that we are sentient beings is compassion and sympathy. The appropriate response to the
fact that we are also autonomous beings is respect. As autonomous beings we are able to make choices and
hence mistakes, but we also have an inherent capacity for goodwill and moral growth that exists independent
of our moral track record. Ibid., 345-350.
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point out that condonation is not always resulting from a lack of self-respect. There may be
cases in which condonation is a perfectly morally legitimate response. Third, I comment on
the specific interpretation of the notion of self-respect that is involved. I argue that the notion
is conceived in a very liberal manner. Furthermore, I briefly discuss the presupposed
connection between anger and self-respect. Finally, I point out that, since unconditional
accounts take the precondition of self-respect as an inviolable condition, it renders the victim
principally morally inviolable. I call into question whether moral inviolability has anything
to do with forgiveness.
a) Condoning implies overlooking a misdeed, acting as if it never happened, although it is
acknowledged as a responsible wrong. It differs from excusing in that it does not rely on
exculpatory or mitigating reasons and explanations that may absolve someone of the
responsibility for the wrong. However, it is related to forgetting, since by condoning one
decides to ignore the wrong, to leave it behind without paying much attention to it. One
pushes aside the memory of it. The idea that it somehow neglects or disregards a committed
wrong also becomes manifest in related synonyms, such as tolerating, allowing, accepting or
permitting. These synonyms reveal that one is confronted with a fault or offence, but decides
to remain silent about it. One does not want to take proceedings and turns a blind eye. One
ignores it, lets the wrong pass by and hopes it is finally forgotten.
As I revealed in the chapters on excusing and forgetting, this is not what is implied in
forgiving. First of all, forgiveness does not forget. Forgiveness of a wrong requires that it is
remembered well. As Vladimir Jankélévitch puts it, the wrong is at once remembered and
left behind in the act of forgiveness.204 Forgiving a wrong only makes sense as long as the
wrong poses a present and tangible obstacle to one’s relationships and actions. Forgiveness
also neither neglects nor turns a blind eye to the wrong, but precisely deals with the damage
that the wrong left behind. Therefore, it is necessary to recognize and communicate that a
wrong took place and that it caused considerable harm. As I revealed in the chapter on
excusing, the language of forgiveness not only presupposes that a wrong is done, but also
makes this explicit. In using the phrase ‘I forgive you’, one thematizes and communicates the
wrong. For this reason, one may take offence to be forgiven by someone if one believes that
one is not responsible for a wrong or at fault.205 But even when one refutes or protests that a
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wrong is done, the forgiver at least claims that it is, that she personally suffered from it and
that the one she forgives is responsible for it.
I claim that the examination of the speech act of forgiveness helps to illuminate the crucial
conceptual distinction between forgiving and condoning a wrong. Forgiveness releases
someone of a wrong through the utterance of the words ‘I forgive’.206 Those words do what
they say. They acknowledge that there is a wrong that requires forgiveness and that this
forgiveness is hereby granted. In my view, condoning, in contrast, can never be a speech act,
since making it explicit would undermine its aim of overlooking and ignoring the wrong. If
one says ‘I condone the wrong you did to me’, one does exactly the opposite of condoning.
One draws special attention to the fact that one believes the other person wronged her and
communicates this belief to the other. In my view, condonation requires that one remains
silent about the wrong. If one claims to be condoning, it precisely indicates that the moment
has come to break the silence. It is brought up when one decides to condone no longer or
when one calls up another to stop condoning.
The stipulation of the condition of self-respect thus indicates precisely an unwarranted
conflation of forgiveness and condoning. The notion of self-respect as a criterion for
forgiveness entered the literature on forgiveness as a result of a specific abuse of the concept
of forgiveness. Murphy opens the discussion on the appropriateness of forgiveness in his
influential article “Forgiveness and resentment” with a passage from a book by the feminist
Fay Weldon, Female Friends. In the passage Fay Weldon testifies how, as a young woman, she
was always taught to keep silent, to understand and to ‘forgive’. Her protest involves a
specific feminist concern. She resists the way in which certain moral virtues are used to
oppress woman:
Understand, and forgive, my mother said, and the effort has quite exhausted me. I
could do with some anger to energize me, and bring me back to life again. (…)
Understand, forgive, accept, in the light of your own death, your own inevitable
corruption.(…) Oh mother, what you taught me! And what a miserable, crawling,
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snivelling way to go, the worn-out slippers neatly placed beneath the bed, careful
not to give offence.207

Her protest thus results from the existence of a specific era in which the virtue of forgiveness
is misused to force and keep woman in a submissive role. This reveals a lot about a catholic
tendency to misuse certain moral values for creating and sustaining a patriarchal society.208 It
also reveals a lot about the inappropriateness of just condoning anything to keep the family
peace. But it does not reveal anything about what forgiveness actually is.
Nevertheless, Murphy uses precisely this example to point out that forgiveness may be
intrinsically at risk of condoning if it is not preceded by justified resentment. The example
needs to illustrate that if one is not experiencing resentment about the moral wrong that is
done, one is just condoning the wrong by ‘forgiving’ it. Murphy thus departs from a
conflation in common language of forgiving and condoning in order to define the conditions
of forgiveness. From the sheer possibility to misuse the high moral reputation of the value of
forgiveness for morally questionable practices he derives the problematic conclusion that
forgiveness is conceptually always at risk of condonation.209 Murphy thus precisely fails to
disentangle forgiving from condoning since he is in fact discussing the problems of
condonation instead of the features of forgiveness. Weldon is not protesting against
forgiveness, but against her mother’s tendency to condoning and excusing. A description of
the criteria that serve to avoid this kind of condonation, such as resentment and self-respect,
do not bring about an understanding of what forgiveness is about or should be about and
what it requires.
In my view, the description of forgiveness as a speech act is crucial for revealing its
fundamental conceptual difference with condonation. In contemporary literature however
forgiveness is rarely defined by reference to its speech act. As a result of Murphy’s influence,
forgiveness is commonly defined by the internal emotional change that is supposed to take
place. This emotional change is often referred to as a ‘change of heart’. 210 In line with
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Murphy it is most often defined as an internal ‘overcoming of resentment’.211 However, the
reference to a mere emotional change does not enable to distinguish it from either
condoning or excusing or forgetting. As a result, it is assumed in contemporary literature that
“ceasing to resent will not constitute forgiveness unless it is done for a moral reason.”212
Forgiveness, Murphy claims, cannot be the overcoming of resentment simpliciter, it rather is
the forswearing of resentment on moral grounds.213 The definition of forgiveness as implying
a certain transformation or state by relying on moral reasons thus also constitutes the
problems with the notion of desert we discussed above. Therefore, in my view, the reliance
on extra conditions that need to guarantee it is forgiveness we are dealing with and not
condoning, reveals that the standard definition of forgiveness as the ‘overcoming of
resentment’ is inadequate and problematic. It fails to describe the peculiar activity of
forgiveness on its own terms.
b) Moreover, the precondition of self-respect does not only point at a failure to properly
recognize the conceptual distinction between forgiving and condoning, it also is in itself a
problematic and unsuccessful moral criterion for enforcing that distinction.
In putting forward the condition of self-respect as a demarcation tool, Murphy and many of
his followers assume that condonation is always objectionable from a moral point of view
and by definition results from a lack of self-respect. But this is highly contestable. Not all
cases of condonation necessarily entail a lack of self-respect. Condoning may sometimes be a
perfectly legitimate and acceptable response to some cases of wrongdoing. Taking too much
offence at every fault may disturb a relationship unnecessary. If one finds fault with
everything it is barely possible to maintain good, sustainable moral relationships with other
people or to collaborate in reaching a certain moral goal. Moreover, if you wish to be taken
seriously when taking offence, you also need to pick your battles. Otherwise, you risk
becoming the boy who cries wolf too often and consequently is ignored when there is real
danger. Condoning may thus be a necessary instrument to get along with other people, to
participate in a larger shared project and to avoid over-sensitivity. In cases of conflict, it may
often suffice for the general goal of reconciliation in a way that is not necessarily morally
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objectionable. In those cases, the one who condones a wrong not necessarily lacks selfrespect or respect for morality.
As Glen Pettigrove remarks, in discussing the risk of condoning for forgiveness, there is a
tendency to understand condoning as entailing an unacceptable approval of a wrong.214
However, Pettigrove argues that there are in fact at least three different interpretations of
what may be implied in condoning, which all have a different moral weight.
To clarify the first meaning he refers to a passage from 1858 in the Oxford Dictionary, stating
that condoning implies “a blotting-out of the offence imputed, so as to restore the offending
party to the position which she occupied before the offence was committed”.215 This first
definition suggests that condoning is not about finding a way towards reconciliation between
both parties, but is merely concerned with the status of the offender. The reason of the
remission is avoiding the relationship to be disturbed by the wrong. It signals an avoidance
of change and a concern for restoration. Whether or not it signals a lack of self-respect
depends for instance on how often an offence occurs. If one tolerates all the verbal and
physical transgressions of an aggressive husband, this may be a sign of a lack of self-respect.
It may also be a sign of fear, oppression, confusion and even hope for better. But if one
tolerates an unwarranted snarl at the end of a long and tiring day, one may have good
reasons for not pouring oil on the fire. Instead of a lack of self-respect, it may signal that one
values the relationship and the peace in the family. Clearly, there is a problem if one aims to
restore the relationship and the family peace at all costs, but this is not necessarily the case
for every condoning act.
The second definition of condonation Pettigrove is drawing attention to is closely related to
the previous meaning. It involves overlooking the misdeed, in view of some more important
goal.216 It thus entails a form of reconciliation, which may serve another goal than the mere
restoration of the previous relationship. Moreover, whereas ‘blotting-out’ an offence is like
literally wiping it out, making it inexistent, ‘overlooking’ seems to leave some room for
continuing to experience something as unpleasant. Nevertheless, one decides to ignore this
or to push it aside. It is not denied that something has happened, but one does not want to
take too much offence. In this case, one may experience resentment or anger, in accordance
to one’s self-respect, but there may be more important things to worry about. Or it is just
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considered to be ‘part of the game’. If one wants to participate, one should not be too
touchy.217
According to Pettigrove, the third sense in which condonation may be used implies not
simply a toleration of the wrong but also some kind of approval of the wrongdoer’s actions.218
Paul Hughes also makes a further important difference between condonation as merely
neglecting while disapproving on the one hand and condoning in the sense of approving on
the other. He defines the difference as a difference between tolerating and accepting.219
Condoning as tolerating overlooks while nevertheless disapproves of the wrong. Hughes
points out that condoning as accepting, in contrast, is overlooking and thereby also
approving of the wrongdoing.
Nevertheless, it is sometimes argued that – regardless of what the judgment of the victim
may be – condoning always communicates approval to the wrongdoer. Kolnai for instance
assumes that in condoning one does not only fail to communicate the wrongness of the
offender’s behavior, but as a result of this failure, one also supports the behavior and thus
makes it worse.220 Consequently, the victim may even be accused of being complicit in the
wrongdoing, apart from what her own beliefs about the wrong may be. We find this kind of
argument in the common expression “Silence gives consent”. Clearly, the interpretation of
condonation as approval may pose more problems. It may cast doubt on someone’s selfrespect or respect for morality. But it may also reveal a more consequentialist concern,
stating that one’s moral intentions, integrity and actual conditions do not matter that much.
What matters are the outcome and the consequences of one’s condoning action for society at
large.
These definitions reveal that in condoning someone, it is also possible to disapprove of the
wrong, to retain one’s self-respect and to experience resentment. In this case, one may also
overcome these feelings and consequently remain silent about it. This is precisely what is
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meant by related synonyms of condoning such as enduring, swallowing, submitting or even
surrendering.
c) It should also be noted that in discussing the problems condonation poses for forgiveness,
the notion of self-respect is mainly understood as an emancipatory demand: one is not
respecting oneself if one agrees with a subservient role. This is a highly disputable
interpretation of the notion of self-respect. One may doubt whether agreeing in a subservient
role is always a sign of a lack of self-respect and whether there is even necessary a wrong
involved in this subservience, let alone a condonation of that wrong. Some societies or
aspects of society are organized in such a way that one is not taking offence in a subservient
role. One merely considers this way of living to be one’s true existence. To view of such a life
as one that condones a wrong being done and one that lacks self-respect, presupposes a very
liberal account of self and self-respect. There may be ways of living in which self-respect is
not understood in a emancipatory way, but as taking one’s responsibility in a shared
communal event.
The assumed relation between resentment, which is considered to be a form of moral anger,
and self-respect is questionable as well. Martha Nussbaum for instance asserts that anger
may point at a lack of self-respect.221 Nussbaum holds that attaching too much value to the
demeaning claim an offender makes with his wrongdoing, signals an overt concern with
one’s relative value and may thus precisely cast doubt on the assumption that resentment
signals self-respect. As Nussbaum argues, anger may not only signal a payback-wish, but it
may also merely be about one’s relative status.222 Consequently, the victim perceives of the
wrongdoing as what Aristotle called a ‘down-ranking’ of the victim’s self. In this case, any
lowering of the offender’s status will be an efficacious way of payback. Lowering the status of
the wrongdoer by forcing pain or humiliation on him may put the victim relatively up.
However, Nussbaum argues, this exclusive focus on relative value is normatively
problematic.223 One may thus argue that making resentment a necessary requirement for
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forgiveness makes the victim focus too much on the perception of one’s worth through
another’s eyes, in this case the wrongdoer. Consequently, the victim makes forgiveness shift
from a moral emotion towards an emotion that signals a concern with one’s relative status. 224
This concern with one’s relative status may even be more explicit if one does not only put
forward the precondition of self-respect and the related requirement of resentment, but also
the condition of repentance of the offender. This points again to the misleading tendency in
the literature on forgiveness to regard wrongdoing as mainly entailing claims about the
victim’s worth. Although it is certainly part of wrongdoing and part of what makes it hurtful,
one should be wary of overemphasizing this aspect of the wrong. A considerable part of the
harm that one suffers as a result of wrongdoing is not about being offended and demeaned,
but entails concrete physical, mental, social or financial sufferings or disadvantages resulting
from another’s actions.225 By putting forward the condition of self-respect as a demarcation
tool, it is precisely the concern with one’s worth that is overestimated, both in defining
forgiveness and condonation.
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However, if the condition of self-respect is used to defend an unconditional account of
forgiveness, the problems and implications are even worse. An unconditional account claims
that one’s self-respect is independent of what a wrongdoer does. The unconditional view
thus entails a view on morality in which one’s moral self-respect cannot be really affected in
the first place. This also implies that in the end the moral person remains unaffected by the
wrongdoing whatsoever. If self-respect is taken to be an inviolable precondition, the
unconditional view thus gives rise to moral invulnerability. But moral invulnerability does
not seem a good description of what it means to forgive. It is rather a way of protecting
oneself against a wrongdoer and his acts. This view therefore becomes prey to what
Nietzsche calls a slave-morality.226 It entails the attempt to claim moral superiority by means
of forgiveness that is self-respecting and thus grounded in justified resentment.
Moreover, the precondition of self-respect cannot withhold an unconditional view from
becoming implicated in condonation when the wrongdoer’s inherent moral worth is also
taken as a reason for forgiveness. Since the unconditional view assumes that one’s moral
worth is independent of any moral violation, it also assumes that it is possible to distinguish a
wrongdoer’s moral essence from his acts. Unconditional views thus rely on the same
distinction between sin and sinner on which conditional accounts and the condition of
repentance rely. However, since unconditional accounts believe that one’s moral worth is
independent of what one does, they take it to be a pre-existing and inviolable moral
distinction. Due to his inherent moral worth, a wrongdoer cannot really exclude himself
from the moral community. Merely because he is a human person he retains moral worth
and therefore remains part of the human moral community, however immoral his acts may
be. Conditional accounts, in contrast, hold a different view on morality. They believe that
certain immoral acts cast doubt on a wrongdoer’s moral worth and exclude him from the
moral community. Therefore, in order to re-integrate in the moral community, he first has to
reaffirm his moral status by repudiating his acts. This way, conditional accounts also rely on
the assumption of a pre-existing distinction between the immoral acts and the moral essence
of the agent. But this moral essence is not inviolable. They assume that an offender has to
testify that he still possesses this moral core.
The assumption, held by unconditional views, that one’s moral worth is not only to be
distinguished from one’s acts but is also inviolable becomes problematic when this also
constitutes a reason for forgiveness. When human persons always retain moral worth and
226
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when this moral worth constitutes a reason for forgiveness, there is no criterion not to
forgive. But when forgiveness is granted indiscriminately of what one does and who one is, it
becomes just as blind as the blindness of pure rage and hate. As a result, it becomes prey to
the accusation of condonation. Consequently, it must be stressed that it is not necessarily the
absence of conditions imputed to the wrongdoer, rendering it ‘unjustified’ as Kolnai argues,
that gives rise to the objection of condonation. Instead, I argue that the condonation
objection results from a combination of three other assumptions. First, there is the
assumption that one’s moral self-respect and thus one’s worth as a moral person is
inviolable. This also automatically renders the wrongdoer’s moral worth inviolable. Second,
there is the assumption of a distinction between the wrongdoer as a moral person, retaining
inviolable moral worth, and the wrongdoer as someone who acts in an immoral way. Third,
there is the assumption that a moral person’s inviolable worth constitutes a reason for
forgiveness. From the combination of these three assumptions the condonation objection
rises. The combination of these three assumptions compels to take an attitude of universal
tolerance that has much in common with condoning a wrong in view of a higher moral
value. As a result, unconditional forgiveness also tends to become a moral obligation instead
of a free act.

1.3.4. Disentangling the Paradox

All this reveals that the notion of self-respect is not even an appropriate means to distinguish
between condonation and forgiveness. In the best case, it enables to determine when
condonation is an acceptable response to wrongdoing. The precondition of self-respect
merely enables to mark when condoning is acceptable from a moral point of view and when
it is not, although it may not be the only relevant touchstone. It doesn’t reveal anything about
the activity of forgiveness. Moreover, clarifying the several meanings of condoning also
enables to point again at the inadequacy of the standard definition of forgiveness as the
overcoming of justified resentment. Since by condoning someone it is also possible to
disapprove of the wrong and to experience resentment without losing self-respect, the
definition of overcoming resentment turns out to be problematic. Moreover, if the condition
of self-respect is conceived as pointing to one’s inherent moral worth, it renders both the
forgiver and the wrongdoer morally invulnerable. If the inviolable moral worth of the
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wrongdoer is taken as a reason for forgiveness, forgiveness indeed becomes very similar to
condoning. The so-called inherent risk of condoning is thus rather a result of an inadequate
definition of forgiveness. It should therefore be called into question whether the specificity
of forgiveness and its difference with condoning could actually be situated in an inner state,
process or condition. As pointed out above, the distinction depends rather on both an
external criterion and on communication of the wrong. There may be arguments for
believing that silent forgiveness cannot be forgiveness, as it fails to make its activity
communicated to and visible for both victim and offender. But even if one believes silent
forgiveness is possible and doesn’t require an explicit dialogue, there may be other factors
that help to determine whether forgiveness took place. Instead of delving into the inner
states of either forgivers or wrongdoers, one may put an emphasis on how the forgiver and
the wrongdoer act - on what they actually do.
It turns out that the paradox of forgiveness Kolnai describes, rises from problematic
assumptions about both forgiveness and wrongdoing. As Calhoun points out, the paradox in
fact results from a double vision in the literature on forgiveness. It reveals a desire to have
both a concept of forgiveness that captures it as a generous and sublime moral act and a risk
free concept of warranted forgiveness. The double vision thus implies that forgiving the
repentant is owed and rationally required, while forgiveness is also considered to be elective
and generous. Thereby it tries to satisfy two needs at the same time: the desire for
justification as a result of the need to escape the charge of being too forgiving on the one
hand and the desire to exceed the bounds of justification in matters of the heart on the
other.227 This also points out that the conception of forgiveness as intrinsically morally
paradoxical in fact results from the conflation of two conflicting views on morality and moral
restoration. The unconditional view aspires to conceive of forgiveness as a free moral gift and
value. But its view on morality and moral restoration also entails a perception of one’s moral
worth as inviolable. It cannot be compromised by what a wrongdoer does. Therefore,
forgiveness tends to become subject to a general moral duty of universal love and generosity
and precisely ceases to be a real free act. Moreover, the unconditional view brings with it two
other problems. First, there is the problem of moral invulnerability that comes with the idea
of an independent condition of self-respect. Second, as a result of the unconditional reliance
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on a pre-existing moral distinction between a moral agent and his immoral acts, it lacks a
criterion that permits not to forgive. As a result, unconditional forgiveness may easily fall
victim to condonation. The conditional view, in contrast, holds a view on morality in which a
wrongdoer may exclude himself from the moral domain by perpetrating immoral acts. As a
result, he must demonstrate to deserve to be re-integrated in the moral community. This,
however, also implies that forgiveness is no longer a high-principled and sublime moral act.
It is the mere outcome of a rational process of moral transaction. In both cases, forgiveness
thus loses its character of a free and unexpected act.
Derrida aims to solve the problems rising from these conflicting and heterogeneous moral
views in arguing that we must precisely aim to stand the paradox. We must not only embrace
the moral practice of forgiveness as being inherently paradoxical in character, as being
precisely a matter of forgiving the unforgivable. We must also realize that unconditional and
pure forgiveness may perhaps be unattainable and impossible in real life, but it must
nevertheless remain the horizon from which we derive its meaning. Even when concrete
matters may compel to forgive in a conditional manner, unconditional forgiveness must
always remain present as the ultimate moral ideal.228
With this view, Derrida takes the problems that rise from both the conditional and
unconditional view as insolvable problems that are intrinsic to any concept of forgiveness.
However it should be called into question whether there really is no other way than
accepting the problems of the concept of forgiveness as resulting from an intrinsic and
insolvable paradox. In this chapter I put forward that the problems of redundancy and
condonation result from specific assumptions about forgiveness. It results from assumptions
about what the wrong is that is forgiven, about how and who we forgive and about what it
requires to conceive of forgiveness as a free act. I have asserted that the problem of
redundancy, addressed by Kolnai, not only rises from a problematic view on wrongdoing,
but also from a specific conception of repentance. I have pointed out that the prevailing
conception of repentance presupposes that there is a distinction between act and agent on
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which an offender can rely in order to repudiate his acts in the name of his ‘true’ self.
Similarly, the reliance of unconditional views on this very same distinction to presuppose an
inviolable moral essence in the wrongdoer that does not require any repentance constitutes
the problem of condonation. I also revealed that in the literature on forgiveness wrongdoing
is almost solely conceived of as entailing a moral claim and threat. As a result, the condition
of self-respect is taken as a helpful criterion guaranteeing that in granting forgiveness we are
not simply condoning a wrong. But I have argued that the condition of self-respect is not an
appropriate means for defining forgiveness. It precisely fails to describe the distinctive
activity of forgiveness in its own terms.
Consequently, it is necessary to point out what forgiveness is doing exactly which neither
repentance nor self-respect can do. To further examine this, it is necessary to bring in
Hannah Arendt’s account of forgiveness and her related account of human action. Arendt’s
view enables to point out that forgiveness is doing what neither repentance nor any reliance
on a pre-existing moral essence can do. By forgiving someone for what they did, one is in fact
drawing a distinction that is not yet made and that cannot be made in any other way.
Forgiveness is releasing someone, not by untying them as a person from their acts, but by
untying them from the consequences of their acts.
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2. Arendtian Forgiveness: The Turn to the Act

In the previous chapter I discussed the way in which contemporary accounts aim to identify
the practice of forgiveness and to determine its conditions. I have demonstrated that the
contemporary debate on forgiveness always revolves around the moral principles,
considerations and motivations that justify forgiveness and make it possible: forgiveness is
assumed to have the task of restoring the integrity of the moral subject and the moral
community, and is thus seen as an act of moral restoration. Starting from diverging ideas
about the boundaries of morality and the moral task, conditional and unconditional
approaches compete about the conditions that should be attached to this act of restoration.
First, starting from different concepts of morality and the moral task, these accounts discuss
which attitudes are most moral and therefore most conducive to forgiveness. Second, also
starting from differing convictions about what morality implies, the debates revolve around
the limits of morality and about the way these limits become manifest with regard to
forgiveness. As a result, the debate about the conditions for forgiveness threatens to be
completely dominated by questions concerning moral satisfaction: in what way do people
adequately meet the demands of moral communal life and moral integrity? When does an
offender have given sufficiently account of the violation of the moral community as a whole
and of the moral individual in particular, and when does the moral community and the
moral individual have the task of reintegrating the offender? However, because one tries to
bring together different aspects of the moral life and different approaches of morality, one
ends up in unsolvable paradoxes. These paradoxes are often seen as an inevitable part of
forgiveness. Yet, in fact, they result from the problematic moral assumptions on which the
applied definitions of forgiveness are based.
In this chapter I intend to demonstrate that a completely different perspective on these
questions is possible when Hannah Arendt's theory of action and her political concept of
forgiveness is taken as a starting point. Arendt's approach enables to shift the focus from the
moral subject, his integrity and his attitudes, to a completely different aspect of human
acting in communal life. It is crucial here that for Arendt in action, and therefore also in the
act of forgiveness, it is not man as a rational moral being that is central, but man as an
initiator. This implies a radical turn that sheds a completely different light on the conceptual
problems, moral dilemmas and paradoxes that seem to be bound up with the practice of
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forgiveness. In this chapter I extensively thematise this radical turn. I further discuss the
details and implications of this radical turn in the second part of this dissertation.
Arendt's account of action enables to define forgiveness no longer within the context of
issues related to the justification of certain moral attitudes, but starting from problems
related to the confrontation with the irrefutable and irrevocable character of what has been
done. This entails an important shift in perspective: the focus is no longer on the description
of the moral-psychological process of the moral subject involved in forgiveness, but on the
objective, manifest and ineffaceable presence of an act in a community of acting beings.
Starting from this radical shift in perspective, a transgression is no longer seen merely as an
infringement of a moral principle or as a violation of moral integrity. Instead, it is seen as
something that occupies an objective space, visible to everyone, in the world that we all
share. In line with this, forgiveness appears first and foremost as a re-action, an act, an
initiative that aims to remove what cannot be undone. It is no longer defined as a moralpsychological effort of the moral subject to relate in a moral and paradoxical way to what
precisely offends, suspends and violates morality. In this chapter I will therefore present first
of all Arendt's concept of action and the related phenomena of the irreversibility and the
unpredictability of actions. This will enable me to map the implications and opportunities of
this shift in perspective with regard to an alternative conception of forgiveness.

2.1. Hannah Arendt’s Account of Human Action

Hannah Arendt’s peculiar view on human action entails an elaboration of two crucial aspects
of acting: the capacity to start something new, to do something unexpected on the one hand,
and the ability to act among and with others on the other. According to Arendt, these two
elements are constitutive for human action. Without the capacity to start anew, which she
calls the capacity of spontaneity, and the ability to act among and with others, which she
calls the condition of plurality, human action simply dissolves. Focusing on these elements
provides a completely different view of human action than is generally used in normative
ethical theories. As a result, these elements also enable an entirely different view on
forgiveness and wrongdoing.
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2.1.1. Acting Among Peers

In her phenomenology of the active life, aimed at breaking the dominant philosophical focus
on contemplation, Arendt distinguishes three activities: labor, work and action.
Characterizing each of these three human activities, Arendt does not aim to describe
separated empirical domains in which these activities take place separately. Nor does she
aim to state that someone is bound by one type of activity. Instead, she reveals three modes
of being active, each of which relate to other conditions, generating different experiences
and constituting other modes of appearance.
Arendt claims that in the activity of acting and speaking human beings realize their capacity
to start something new and reveal who they are. In words and deeds they appear in a
spontaneous manner and reveal their uniqueness. By acting and speaking they make their
unique appearance in the human world. 229 Arendt therefore considers this the human
activity par excellence. Only in the activity of acting and speaking, humans fully
acknowledge and realize their humanity and freedom.
The ‘who’ that is revealed in action differs from ‘what’ someone is, namely someone with
certain qualities, gifts, talents and shortcomings. These, Arendt argues, are things one can
choose to reveal or conceal.230 Who one is, instead, is implicit in everything somebody says
and does. It can be hidden only in complete silence and perfect passivity.231 But its disclosure
can almost never be achieved as a willful purpose, as if one possesses it. It is even more than
likely, Arendt argues, that who one is, which appears so clearly and unmistakably to others,
remains hidden from the person himself.232 This demonstrates how the activity of acting and
speaking is dependent upon the condition of plurality. Plurality, in Arendt’s view, is not
sheer otherness, or alteritas, which implies the mere fact that we are unable to say what a
thing is without distinguishing it from something else. It is also not the mere variety and
distinction between specimens of the same species.233 It implies a human uniqueness, the fact
that every human being is distinguished from any other who is, was or ever will be. It is a
unique distinctness that, according to Arendt, can only be revealed in speaking and acting
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with others.234 Human plurality, however, does not only imply human uniqueness. It has the
twofold character of equality and distinction:
If men were not equal, they could neither understand each other and those who
came before them nor plan for the future and foresee the needs of those who will
come after them. If men were not distinct, each human being distinguished from any
other who is, was, or will ever be, they would need neither speech nor action to make
themselves understood. Signs and sounds to communicate immediate, identical
needs and wants would be enough.
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Uniqueness is thus not sheer particularity. Men’s distinctness does not imply that one is
imprisoned in one’s individuality. Equality enables to act not merely among, but also with
others. It enables to develop shared concerns and projects.
That equality and uniqueness go hand in hand in the condition of plurality explains why in
Arendt’s view plurality always requires some distance between people. It is this distance that
enables human beings to perceive the world from their unique perspective. If the distance
between humans - which according to Arendt is constituted by the world as a shared interest,
the ‘inter-esse’ - 236 disappears, they are pressed into one mass, one body, lose their unique
perspective and thus also the capacity to speak and act.237 Equality, on the other hand, seems
to be understood as what enables to abstract from one’s own private self and its direct
concerns and needs. One thus does not abstract from one’s particular point of view, which is
essential for public human action, but from one’s concerns as a private self. In On Revolution
Arendt compares the appearance of an acting and speaking person in the public space with a
performer wearing a mask. This way, he covers his face, but his true voice sounds through
the mask. The one who wears the mask is not a hypocrite trying to cover his real being. On
the contrary, the mask is a symbol of his public appearance and his legal personality, which
is given and guaranteed by the body politic.238 His legal personality enables him to set aside
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his private, ‘natural’ self, making it irrelevant. This way he is able to simultaneously appear
among peers and manifest himself as a unique person in acting and speaking. The loss of the
‘natural’ self is thus meant to reveal a more unique public mode of being.239 Arendt holds that
setting aside one’s private self is only possible in the activity of acting. Precisely for this
reason Arendt considers it to be the human activity par excellence, revealing our true
humanity. Humanity, in Arendt’s view, is not simply shared humanness, referring to similar
human capacities and failures. Humanity requires acting and the possibility of abstracting
from one’s own private needs to acquire a unique, but not a sheer particular point of view on
the shared world. One’s unique point of view is meant to reveal what we share and how we
share it, as public persons. For this reason Arendt compares the condition of plurality and
our unique point of view on the world with sitting at a table. The table unites us, but
separates us at the same time.240
In Arendt’s view, speaking and acting are two sides of the same coin. Acts can only receive
their meaning as human acts when they are accompanied by what she calls ‘great words’.241
In order to act we need to tell others what we are doing. Speechless action, Arendt argues,
would no longer be action, since there would no longer be an actor. The action he begins,
although it can be perceived in its brute physical appearance, becomes only relevant through
the spoken word “in which he identifies himself as an actor, announcing what he does, has
done and intends to do”.242 On the other hand, she also supposes that words can be acts. They
can do what they say. We can promise, forgive, just like we welcome, apologize, thank, etc. merely by speaking these words.243
Arendt connects the activity of speaking and acting in the presence of others to the political.
For her, it is a political activity. Furthermore, the kind of freedom we acquire by acting and
speaking is political freedom. Both political freedom and the political as a public space have
a peculiar meaning in Arendt’s view. Her conception importantly differs from what we
usually take to be political or politics. As I revealed above, for Arendt, acting entails
abstracting from one’s private self. Therefore, it also requires a public, political domain that
is liberated of necessity, which makes the private self merely involved with its direct interests
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as a living biological being. The experience of being free as an acting person presupposes a
preceding liberation of the condition of necessity.244 It entails a liberation of one’s attachment
to the pressing demands of the human body and enables to acquire freedom in acting and
speaking among peers. Acting precisely entails the capacity to do what is not predetermined. It rises from the capacity to take an unexpected and unprecedented initiative.
For this reason, Arendt strictly discerns the political from the social, which constitutes
society as a whole. For her, the social is a domain in which one is still involved with the self
and its direct concerns and needs. She takes the social domain to be constituted by the
activity of labor, entailing both effort and relief. In contrast to the activity of speaking and
acting the activity of labor is determined by necessity and privacy. It is bound to the
biological life process of the body and its needs. In the activity of labor we are concerned
with our survival as biological organisms. Labor produces consumer goods that have a
limited durability. We produce in order to consume and to produce again. As an activity it
has no beginning and no end in itself. Consequently, the cyclical activity of labor
corresponds to the cycle of nature and to the cyclic process of biological life, metabolism and
reproduction, endlessly repeating itself. 245 It is the labor of our body, entailing pain and the
joy of relief.246 In the activity of labor, a human being appears as an animal laborans,
determined by the necessity and pressure of sustaining life. For animal laborans, life is the
highest good.247 Since the activity of labor is bounded to life and to sustaining one’s body, it is
an essentially private activity, originally belonging to the private domain of the household. It
lacks the publicity that is a necessary condition for the activity of action.248 Arendt holds that
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nothing ejects someone more radically from the shared world than exclusive concentration
upon the body’s life. Nothing is less common and less communicable and thus shielded
against the visibility and audibility of the public realm than what goes on within the body, its
pleasures and pains.249 Arendt does not deny that it is possible to labor in the presence of
others. However, bringing men together in a labor gang entails laboring together as if they
were one. It thus implies “the actual loss of all awareness of individuality and identity”.250 The
sociability rising out of the labor of the body rests “not on equality but on sameness”.251 It is
not the kind of publicity and equality involved in action, requiring a plurality of distinct and
unique others.
Acting with others also crucially differs from the activity of work. Work is primarily
performed in isolation, in view of a certain model or idea. The process of making is thus also
entirely determined by a relationship of means and ends. The production process comes to
an end with the created and finished object and is only a means towards this end.252 As an
end, the object that results from the fabrication process determines and justifies the means
by which it is made.253 Contrary to the labor of our bodies, the work of our hands is not
circular and constructs a diversity of durable objects.254 Their durability is not absolute, as we
use them up or they will simply deteriorate.255 A consumable such as bread in contrast, made
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by the labor of our bodies, is produced to be consumed and destroyed almost immediately. It
is the durability of ‘use objects’ that lends them a relative independency of the people
making them.256 In Arendt’s view, the sum of the diversity of durable objects, produced by the
work of our hands, constitutes the human artifact, namely the world in which we live.257 They
constitute an artificial world, which contrasts with the cycle of natural life. The
independency and durability of the objects of the world makes them oppose the natural and
insatiable needs of their living users. Their durability withstands their life process and thus
has the function of stabilizing human life. As those things oppose and resist the biological
life process they receive some kind of objectivity. Their objectivity consists of the fact that
they stand in relation to human beings, with their ever-changing nature, and as such enables
humans to acquire their identities. They stabilize human life.258
The activity of action is only possible in a world of durable things, created by the activity of
work. However, Arendt argues, the man-made world of things can only become a real home
for mortal men as far as it transcends both the sheer functionality of things produced for
consumption and the utility of objects. Arendt holds that human life, in its non-biological
sense, as a lifespan between birth and death, manifests itself in acting and speaking.
Consequently, the world cannot be a mere sum of durable ‘use-objects’. In order to be a
home it needs the stories of the historiographers and poets. Those stories are the stories of
acting and speaking beings, which would not survive without their help.259 The world of
things lies physically between men. Out of this physical in-between arise their specific,
objective, worldly interests. Clearly, those worldly interests differ from one’s private interests
rising from necessity. In the most literal significance of the word, those worldly interests
constitute something which inter-est, which lies between people and therefore can relate and
bind them together.260 Most acting and speaking is concerned with this in-between, most
words and deeds are about some worldly objective reality.261 But the disclosure of the subject,
the ‘who’, in acting and speaking is an integral part of all intercourse, even the most
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‘objective’ one. Therefore, the physical worldly in-between is overlaid and, as it were,
overgrown with an altogether different in-between. This in-between consists merely of deeds
and words. According to Arendt, it owes its origin “exclusively to men’s acting and speaking
directly to one another”.262 In contrast to the durable world of objective things, this second,
subjective in-between of human relationships is not tangible. But despite of its intangibility,
this ‘web’ of relationships, as Arendt calls it, is no less real than the world of things we visibly
have in common.263 In acting, the world is at stake and constantly forms the object of
conversation. This is why for Arendt acting and speaking is guided by a ‘love of the world’
instead of by an interest in the self or in mankind.264 It is because of its intangibility that the
words and deeds need the stories of poets and historians to survive their volatility in order to
become an objective part of our shared world.
However, Arendt points out that this intangible web of human relationships that constitutes
our human world, has two disadvantages. The first disadvantage is its unpredictability. Since
every actor has the capacity of spontaneity, which implies the possibility to add something
unexpected to the world, action is unpredictable. The second disadvantage is that, since it is
part of a network of relationships, action is irreversible. We cannot undo what we have done.
At this point, action crucially differs from the activity of work. The process of making is not
irreversible. What human hands make, they can also destroy. According to Arendt, this
means that in the process of making, man is indeed his own lord and master: “He is master of
himself and his doings”.265 This mastery is a result of the fact that he works in isolation. Only
when he stops working and enters the market place he abandons his isolation. According to
Arendt, the exchange market on which his products are displayed is the craftsman’s own
public realm. It is not a political realm, which only comes into being when people start to act
and speak, but it is a place where he can show the products of his hands and receive the
esteem that is his due.266 Nevertheless, as long as he has not sold his products, he remains
their master: “Alone with his image of the future product, homo faber is free to produce, and
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facing alone the work of his hands, he is free to destroy.”267 He is able to control what he has
made. In acting instead, human beings lack the ability to control what they did. This is what
Arendt calls the condition of non-sovereignty. The non-sovereignty of human action is a
direct result of plurality, the fact that we always act among others. Acting human beings
reveal themselves, but lack the capacity to control or produce their own life story. They are
not the author of their own story. The experience of irreversibility and the condition of nonsovereignty are crucial for understanding Arendt’s conception of forgiveness as a political
act.

2.1.2. The Problem of Irreversibility

In Arendt’s view forgiveness is a response to the irreversibility of human action. It entails the
ability to release someone of the consequences of an act he himself cannot make undone:
Without being forgiven, released from the consequences of what we have done, our
capacity to act would, as it were, be confined to one single deed from which we could
never recover; we would remain the victims of its consequences forever, not unlike
the sorcerer’s apprentice who lacked the magic formula to break the spell.
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Although Arendt does not give an explicit account of the notion of irreversibility and its
implications, it is crucial for her specific understanding of the act of forgiveness. It must be
stressed that conceiving of forgiveness as a response to the irreversibility of human action is
something completely different than conceiving of it as a response to the transgression of a
moral commandment. The irreversibility of human action poses a totally different problem.
Whereas the insult and violation that is implied in the transgression of a moral rule can
somehow be withdrawn, the irreversibility of the act objectifies what is done. The event
manifests itself as something that cannot possibly be undone. As such, it may occupy an
enduring place in the presence. In order to clarify this distinction and its implications for
Arendt’s account of forgiveness, Vladimir Jankélévitch’ phenomenological elaboration of the
notion of irreversibility in The Bad Conscience is very helpful.
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Jankélévitch discusses the problem of irreversibility as one that results from the unilateral
direction in which time unfolds. In contrast with the reversibility of spatial existence, the
mode of becoming inevitably entails living in one direction:269
[T]he returning train indeed traverses in reverse the same line, but the returning
voyager lives in the proper direction, on this reversed course, a new series of
experiences that are without precedent and qualitatively irreversible; the voyager of
space comes and goes alternatively on the same paths, but the voyager of life, of a
living life and not of a lived life, voyages and always becomes in the same direction
according to a non-reversible duration that is simultaneously futurition and
senescence.
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As a result, action is also a plan that functions in one direction only. Like duration, it is
asymmetrical.271 This emphasis on the unilateral direction of ‘the living order’ reminds of
Kierkegaard’s thought that life can only be understood backwards, but must be lived
forwards.272 It is a thought that must also have been familiar to Arendt, since it resembles her
idea that the true meaning of one’s acts can only be revealed by historians after one’s death.273
Jankélévitch holds that the dissymmetry or unidirectionality of time is at the very origin of a
specific human tragedy. It entails an interdiction not only on reversing but also on repeating,
which makes it impossible to reiterate or confirm an experience. Irreversibility implies that
we cannot do what we please with temporality. We cannot manipulate it at will.
Irreversibility, Jankélévitch argues, constitutes objectivity, the very objectivity of time:274
The irreversible pathologizes, dramatizes, and impassions duration. In the end the
living order no longer obeys us in the same way that the reversible series that are
sufficiently softened and well accustomed to all the mechanical manipulations obey
us. […] [L]ived succession completely escapes our mastery. […] We are not able to
undo, revoke, or suspend time according to our whims.[…] Living irreversibility thus
269
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expresses above all that there are things that are absolutely anterior and things
absolutely posterior; that one does not take hold of life indifferently from whatever
end […]. [T]he very order in which [acts and feelings] are lived is something absolute,
qualified and objective; and that does not exist without possessing a certain type of
organic necessity: that is, the vital order imposes on us certain exigencies of
chronology and a sort of obligation of opportunity […]; here one does not have the
right to arrive “too late”, for lost occasions no longer present themselves and no one
knows the means of living in reverse.
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In my view, it thus becomes clear that if forgiveness is perceived as a response to the
irreversibility of an act, it is not merely dealing with a moral transgression that may be
implied in an act. It is dealing with the persistent and objective character of the act, as it has
appeared in time and can never be reversed or made undone. Arendt assumes that since the
act and its consequences cannot be undone, it may also appear as an enduring obstacle that
lies beyond one’s power and guides one’s subsequent actions and re-actions. This way it
deprives one of the ability to act in an unprecedented manner.
In view of this, it should be noted that Jankélévitch makes a further distinction between the
irreversible and the irrevocable. While the pathos of the irreversible is the pathos of the
panta rhei and originates in the impossibility of repeating, of reviving, and even, strictly
speaking, of redoing, the pathos of the irrevocable originates in the impossibility of undoing.
The first stems from a romantic melancholy, entailing the impression that time is fleeing and
escapes you, and should therefore be slowed down. One aims to stop the Heraclitean flux.
The pathos of the irrevocable, on the contrary, results from a present that is forever all too
present and cannot be liquidated.276 The insoluble problem that rises from the irrevocable is
“to erase the unerasable [sic], to repair the irreparable, to remedy the irremediable, and by
means of this impossible exploit, to unfreeze the slowing-down of becoming”.277 Whereas the
irreversible can exist without the irrevocable, the irrevocable always exacerbates a preexistent irreversible. Jankélévitch claims that the irreversible is the constitutional character
of becoming, but the irrevocable is a scandal on top of this irreversibility. Whereas the
irreversible is nothing but the indifference and objectivity of the progress of time, the
irrevocable results from the capacity to act freely within this unilateral time-order. The
scandal of the irrevocable is a sickness that the man who made a bad use of his freedom has
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given himself.278 Action itself, what one did, causes an acquired sickness. It becomes even
more of a sickness once one realizes one could have spared oneself. This “adds an
adventitious misfortune, […] a guilty misfortune to the pre-existing and chronic misfortune
of the irreversible”279. In contrast with the irreversible, the irrevocable therefore makes the
past all too present and stops the fluidity of time and becoming:
The irrevocable is the sickness of a duration that is abnormally deprived of its
fluidity, that is, one that has become lame and unambiguous: starting with the
280

misdeed, the irreversion is frozen.

Consequently, Jankélévitch asks whether there is a means that can make time fluid again, a
miraculous act of grace:
Is there a means of perfecting the work of time by setting futurition back on course?
Indeed, no one can, unless by a supernatural miracle, reverse the irreversible and
come back to the status quo of the earliest innocence once this latter is alienated
from itself: but if one cannot retrace the course of time, it is perhaps possible to lift
the obstacle that halts the continuation of the suppression; repaired preterition in
turn, repairs futurition, mobilizing again the entire machine of time; dissolved in the
general current, stripped of its privileged position and of its exceptionality, sin ceases
to stop the flow of becoming. […] And if a miracle is necessary to reverse the
irreversible, perhaps a gesture of interior grace suffices for revoking the
irrevocable?
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With this suggestion of an act of grace that may miraculously save from the irrevocable,
Jankélévitch anticipates the view on forgiveness he will later further develop. In his book
Forgiveness, he perceives of forgiveness as a gracious jump on the trampoline of memory that
accelerates the process of time and thus of forgetting.282 It also resonates important aspects of
Arendt’s view of forgiveness. As I will discuss in much detail in the second part of this thesis,
Arendt holds that the forgiving response to irreversibility rises from the miraculous capacity
of spontaneity.
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Jankélévitch’s elaboration provides insight into the kind of problem the irreversibility of
human action poses. It also makes clear that the problems of irreversibility and irrevocability
- as problems resulting from lived free action in the progress of time - are fundamentally
different from the problem of a transgression of moral integrity. In the first chapter I have
pointed out that there is a tendency in the contemporary literature on forgiveness to consider
a wrong as being mainly problematic because of the negative moral claim it makes about the
victim. It entails a violation of, or poses a threat to, one’s moral integrity and self-respect. It
has therefore been generally assumed that forgiveness must be in line with the restoration of
this integrity. But if we take an Arendtian perspective on forgiveness, it becomes clear that
these conceptions do not give account of the irreversibility that is implied in action in general
and in wrongdoing in particular. In conceiving of wrongdoing as a sheer moral violation one
fails to see that the suffered moral damage may not be the primary concern with respect to
forgiving. Forgiveness primarily comes in play when real irreparable damage has been
suffered. The moral offence may be withdrawn by offering excuses or by demonstrating
good will, or simply be refuted by the victim’s moral community.283 However, neither the real
physical or interpersonal damage nor direct and indirect consequences can impossibly be
withdrawn. This lends the act a remaining objectivity that cannot be dissolved. Jankélévitch
supposes that even if the circumstances were such that one could abolish all the traces of an
event, all the consequences, this would not prevent the event from having taken place. You
will not make it the case that the thing itself has not happened:
[P]recisely, one can undo the thing done, res facta (or redo the thing undone)! What
one cannot undo is the fact-of-having-done. It is the fecisse that is indefeasible.
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Consequently, Jankélévitch argues, the problem of erasing the past, as if the crime had never
been committed, is “less about annulling […] the crime itself and its consequences, which are
always reparable, than annihilating the fact-of-having-committed-it in general: […] the
quiddity is inexterminable”285 .
This way, Jankélévitch alludes to the role of facticity in one’s conscience for the experience of
remorse. As I will discuss at the end of the second part, conscience and remorse also have a
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part in Arendt’s conception of forgiveness. But the facticity of human action has also another,
much more important role in her account of forgiveness. Jankélévitch assumes that the
consequences of human action are - only in principle - always reparable - an assumption that
is in itself highly contestable. But Arendt’s condition of non-sovereignty adds an important
second constraint to the problem of irreversibility. In her account, the condition of nonsovereignty reinforces the problem of irreversibility. It renders the consequences of action
boundless and irreparable in its strict sense.

2.1.3. The Condition of Non-Sovereignty

In Arendt’s view, action’s irreversibility and the condition of non-sovereignty, which is a
direct consequence of the condition of plurality, are closely connected. Although acting
human beings are able to start something new, they are unable to master the consequences
of their actions. This, Arendt argues, is a result of the fact that human beings never act alone.
We have discussed how acting, as Arendt understands it, always requires the presence of
other acting beings. Without the presence of others, an act loses its meaning as an act, as it
loses the meaning it has for others.286 Moreover, a person’s act always becomes part of a
network of actions of others. As a result of this, action never ends.287 Arendt calls this the
boundlessness of human action.288 As Arendt puts it, the process it sets in motion “can quite
literally endure throughout time until mankind itself has come to an end”.289 The fact that an
act is always part of a network of actions also entails that one is never exclusively a doer, but
also a sufferer. Someone begins a story and becomes its subject in the twofold sense of the
word. Since it is a story that is interwoven with other acts and actors, it has no author.290
Consequently, as soon as he starts to act, a person also loses control of his action. This is
what Arendt calls the condition of non-sovereignty. Moreover, the process it sets in motion
tends to be just as uncontrollable as natural forces. Clearly, in Arendt’s account the condition
of non-sovereignty reinforces the effect of irreversibility that is part of action as it develops in
time. Since the act always directly becomes part of a network of human relations and
immediately sets in motion a process of other acts one is unable to undo, the irreversibility of
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action is put to its extreme. According to Arendt, the irreversibility of action appears as a
burden to men, precisely because of its strength, its enormous capacity for endurance.291 In
Arendt’s account, this strength results from both the sheer facticity and enduring objectivity
of an event and the condition of non-sovereignty that lends action and its consequences its
boundlessness.
The irreversibility of human action and the inability to control one’s acts may pose an
obstacle to one’s freedom. It may precisely preclude the possibility to act freely, since one
may be bound by the consequences of what one did before. Consequences one could
perhaps not have foreseen. Under these conditions, Arendt argues, one appears much more
the victim and the sufferer than the author and the doer of what one has done. Nowhere,
neither in labor, nor in fabrication, does man appear to be less free than in those capacities,
namely acting and speaking, the very essence of which is freedom.292 Arendt affirms that this
may seem to be a paradoxical situation. She explains how this has brought the great tradition
of Western thought to “accuse freedom of luring man into the necessity, to condemn action,
the spontaneous beginning of something new, because its results fall into a predetermined
net of relationships, invariably dragging the agent with them”.293 This way the agent seems to
forfeit his freedom at the very moment he makes use of it.294 The simultaneous presence of
freedom and non-sovereignty seems almost to force us to the existential conclusion that
human existence is absurd.295 The only salvation out of this paradoxical situation seems to be
non-acting. The abstention from the whole realm of human affairs seems to be the only
means for safeguarding one’s sovereignty and integrity as a person. But according to Arendt,
this rests on a basic error, which lies in the identification of freedom with sovereignty. An
identification that always has been taken for granted by political as well as philosophical
thought.
Arendt offers a totally different view on the problem of irreversibility and non-sovereignty
for freedom. Plurality may be part of the problem, but at the same time it also offers the
solution in the act of forgiveness. The solution or remedy, as Arendt calls it, comes from free
action itself. One has no need of any other kind of activity and salvation certainly not lies in
non-acting. It is not the abstention from the whole realm of human affairs that sets one
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free.296 One also does not need to affirm freedom as an intrinsic impossibility or inherent
contradiction. As in itself an interdependent act, forgiveness has the power to set another
person free again, precisely due to the condition of plurality and the capacity of spontaneity.
It is due to the miraculous character of acting that human initiatives are constantly able to
interrupt the process of history that came into being by earlier initiatives:297
Forgiving […] is the only reaction which does not merely re-acts but acts anew and
unexpectedly, unconditioned by the act which provoked it and therefore freeing
from its consequences both the one who forgives and the one who is forgiven.

298

But how should we conceive of the capacity and freedom to begin? Is it not absurd to rely on
a capacity to start anew, precisely in those circumstances in which we are entangled in the
determining consequences of previous actions? Does this not somehow pre-supposes what
should be brought about? What enables to act spontaneously?
For Arendt, the capacity to start anew originates from the condition of natality, which entails
the mere fact of appearing as a distinct speaking and acting person among others. Since
natality is a human condition it cannot be lost. Arendt assumes that due to the condition of
natality we always retain the possibility to act and re-act in a spontaneous manner. However,
this spontaneous impulse to act can only be activated by the presence of others.

2.1.4. The Capacity to take Initiative: Natality299

In Arendt’s view, the capacity to start anew, to do the unprecedented and to interrupt a given
course of events, is present from birth. It rises from the mere fact that, by birth, we arrive in
the world as newcomers. Therefore, we are dependent upon the web of human relationships,
in which we appear. She calls this the condition of natality.300 For Arendt, every new birth
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always brings with it the unexpected appearance of a ‘who’ into the network of human
relationships, a unique person capable of distinct acting and speaking.301 Merely by the fact of
his birth, he brings with him the possibility of a whole new distinct way of acting and
speaking. The condition of natality is re-affirmed by us in action, in beginning something
new on our own initiative or by advancing the initiatives of others. It is the remembrance and
recognition of one’s original appearance in the world through birth that reminds every
newcomer of their inherent capacity to act and start something new. Arendt terms it as a
second birth.302 The impulse of this second birth springs from the beginning that was made
by our birth and entails a response to this origin by taking initiative:303
With word and deed we insert ourselves into the human world and this insertion is
like a second birth, in which we confirm and take upon ourselves the naked fact of
our original physical appearance. […] It may be stimulated by the presence of others
whose company we may wish to join, but it is never conditioned by them; its impulse
springs from the beginning, which came into the world when we were born and to
which we respond by beginning something new on our own initiative.

304

Arendt calls the condition of natality the ontological fundament of her theory of human
action.305 However, it is important to remind that this re-affirmation is not dependent on any
kind of decision. One’s ‘who’ appears in everything one says and does; one can only avoid to
appear as an acting ‘who’ when one remains entirely passive and silent.306 The activity of
acting and speaking manifests itself in the entire life span between birth and death, and no
human being can completely do without it.307 Our active appearance as a unique being
through acting and speaking happens at our own initiative, but this does not entail a
decision.308 We neither control nor possess what we reveal when we start to act and speak. As
discussed before, how we appear as acting beings might be absolutely clear to others, while it
nevertheless remains invisible to ourselves.
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Initiative or Intitium is a crucial notion for Arendt’s concept of natality and for her account of
acting. She refers to it for the first time in her dissertation on St. Augustine’s concept of love.
Here she draws attention to a distinction, made by Augustine, between principium, which
refers to the beginning of the universe and initium, referring to the beginnings of humans,
acting in the world.309 The remembrance of one’s origin includes both human beginning and
the beginning of the universe.310 For Augustine, human beginnings seem just as important as
the beginning of the universe.311 Human beings have a crucial temporal role. Their existence
means that time and change can be marked and events in the universe can be viewed
sequentially and thus have a purpose. Whereas God’s time is nothing but eternal
simultaneity, human’s temporality marks what occurs in the world. Moreover, Arendt
argues, humans can contribute to the world through action. She infers that “it was for the
sake of novitas, in a sense, that man was created”.312 Arendt holds that Augustine’s elaboration
of the remembrance of human beginnings in birth touches upon an important aspect of
human existence. But as a result of his Christian ideology, which prioritizes eternal afterlife
over temporal earthly life, Arendt argues, Augustine is not able to see the importance of birth
and its remembrance for understanding the meaningfulness of each individual life. 313
Therefore, Arendt’s own project aims to address the relevance of birth for men’s human
earthly existence. She takes Augustine’s emphasis on human birth and beginnings as a
starting point of what she will later expound in her own account as the ontological concept
of natality, in The Human Condition as well as in the later revision of her dissertation.314 With
her concept of natality, Arendt investigates the implications of birth for the meaning of our
existence here on earth as acting and speaking beings.
By doing so, she breaks with Heidegger’s emphasis on mortality, as constitutive for human’s
experience of time and for authentic life. According to Heidegger, one can only make
authentic decisions about one’s present life, if one acknowledges that life is limited and that
death is uniquely one’s own. Living the authentic life is therefore a solitary and individual
task in the mode of being-towards-death. He takes other people to distract us and encourage
us to be inauthentic, since they are caught up in everyday concerns that refute the idea that
309
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death is an ever-present possibility. Heidegger calls these others, in inauthentic engagement
with the self, das Man.315 Heidegger also points to a possibility of authentically being-withothers, which he calls Mitsein. However, he does not further develop this idea in much detail
and rather emphasizes the problematic relation with other people.
I have already discussed that Arendt does not perceive of the presence of others as being
problematic for one’s true existence. On the contrary, she takes their presence to be crucial
for appearing as who one really is. The presence of others gives indeed rise to the
irreversibility and non-sovereignty of human action. However, Arendt argues that as far as
the presence of others may constitute a problem for acting in this way, acting also offers a
solution, in the capacity to forgive. By doing so, Arendt holds a unique philosophical
position. She does not merely break with Heidegger’s emphasis on individuality and
mortality as the basis for authentic life, but with a whole philosophical tradition before him,
relying on the very same ideas.316 With its emphasis on birth and being with others as
constitutive for one’s true being in the world, Arendt’s phenomenology is characterized by a
revolutionary turn.
In examining Augustine’s discussion of human birth, Arendt discovers that it is not the
awareness of one’s death, but the remembrance of one’s origin through birth that needs to be
linked to the potential for human action. She links the notion of birth in Augustine’s thought
to gratitude for all that has been given.317 She concludes that it is because humans remember
and are grateful for their origin that they are able to begin and act in the story of humanity.318
However, Arendt also recognizes that, since Augustine adheres to a Christian and Platonic
worldview, he prioritizes eternal things. Therefore, he does not acknowledge the importance
of individual life and actions on this earth. In his view, individual action needs to be
perceived from the wholeness of God’s universe to which they contribute.319 To be saved,
humans must love what is outside the world: caritas, instead of cupiditas, the latter being a
kind of craving which clings to the worldly temporal things.320 However, for Arendt, choosing
the eternal above the actual world, through caritas, makes the actual world a desert. It
becomes a desert because the saved person can only live in the world because he has
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oriented himself towards God and eternity.321 According to Arendt, this raises questions
about neighborly love in Augustine’s account. Neighborly love that comes from caritas,
namely love of the eternal God, is not a love that acknowledges the neighbor’s worldly
existence. One does not love one’s neighbor for his uniqueness, but for his sameness, as
being part of God’s creation. Moreover, since in caritas, humans love their neighbors for the
sake of God, they are not loved for their own sake, but used as vehicles to gain salvation.322
This brings her to a re-evaluation of birth as one’s being born as a distinct, acting human
being among distinct others, which she fully develops in The Human Condition.
However, Arendt’s description of the capacity to start something new as originating from
natality does not imply that one can merely rely on oneself in order to act. Her concept of
natality is related to her concept of plurality:
If action as beginning corresponds to the fact of birth, if it is the actualization of the
human condition of natality, then speech corresponds to the fact of distinctness and
is the actualization of the human condition of plurality, that is, of living as a distinct
323

and unique being among equals.

Arendt reforms Augustine’s notion of birth to emphasize precisely the fact that humans are
born with a potential for individual distinction. However, while Arendt’s interest in natality
has its roots in her thesis on Augustine, she is also guided by her own political experiences.
Those experiences taught her that ignoring this shared world in favor of some ideology or
intellectual concerns allows for untold evils to occur.324 For this reason, Augustine’s notion of
thankfulness for what has been given inspires her to stress the role of ‘love of the world’ in
politics. This love of the world is understood as care for the web of interdependent relations
held together by common concerns.
In Arendt’s view, it is the condition of natality that saves the world and realm of human
affairs from its inherent tendency to become just as determining as natural processes:
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The miracle that saves the world, the realm of human affairs, from its normal,
‘natural’ ruin is ultimately the fact of natality, in which the faculty of action is
ontologically rooted. It is, in other words, the birth of new men and the new
beginning, the action they are capable of by virtue of being born.

325

Arendt takes the condition of natality to ground all initiative, also the initiatives that are
taken in the activity of work.326 But action has the closest connection with the human
condition of natality.327 For Arendt, to act means to begin something new, which could not be
foreseen, and it is because men are ‘initium’, newcomers and beginners by virtue of birth,
that they take initiative, are prompted into action. 328 Arendt calls the possibility of
interrupting a certain course of events and the natural cycle of life with something new and
surprising the miraculous nature of action. It is the remembrance of the possibility to start
something new that continuously saves humanity from its destruction:
The life span of man running toward death would inevitably carry everything
human to ruin and destruction if it were not for the faculty of interrupting it and
beginning something new, a faculty inherent in action like an ever-present reminder
that men, although they must die, are not born in order to die but in order to
329

begin.

In Arendt’s view, the fact that we are born as newcomers thus also entails an element of hope
for the human world. In a letter to her husband Heinrich Blüchner in 1952, she writes about
attending the performance of Händel’s Messiah. She explains how the performance made her
fully aware of the relevance of the statement ‘For unto us a child is born’.330 The condition of
natality thus does not merely imply possibilities for the newcomer, but for the entire
community in which he arrives. This also points out that Arendt attaches great importance to
the possibilities and capacities of new generations. For this reason, she also claims that
forgiveness does not merely save the actor here and now, but also saves the possibility to act
for future generations.
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It is crucial to emphasize that novelty, which comes with birth and the capacity to act, is
pivotal in Arendt’s account. In judging events and acts she always aims to bring to the fore
what is new and unprecedented about it.331 In her view, one should resist the tendency to
reduce every new act to what we already know and what already exists. The acting of
dictators, for instance, - however terrible its consequences may be and whatever impediment
it may entail to others’ freedom to act – may also entail an element of novelty and originality
that one should be able to recognize. Only then, one may be able to respond not merely by
disbelief or indignation, but by acting and speaking.332 This also points out that Arendt’s
concept of acting and acting anew is not normative. In her view, neither acting nor starting
anew coincides with doing good. Taking initiative also does not coincide with acting in favor
of a certain cause or goal. It also does not mean being motivated to act or having reasons for
acting. Arendt compares the capacity to take initiative and to begin to the ability of doing
wonder. She holds that the fact that men are capable of action implies that the unexpected
can be expected from them. Merely due to the fact that each man is unique, he is able to
perform what is infinitely improbable:333
It is clear […] that whenever something new occurs, it bursts into the context of
predictable processes as something unexpected, unpredictable, and ultimately
causally inexplicable - just like a miracle

334

This also points out that Arendt’s account of human action, as founded in the condition of
natality, entails a radical shift in perspective in regard to how we forgive. In Arendt’s view,
one does not rely on certain sentiments and attitudes in order to forgive. What is necessary is
the sheer ability to take initiative, to do something unprecedented.

331

In all her writings she makes above-average use of the adjective ‘new’ to describe events and their meaning.
She regularly writes about the ‘new criminals’, see for instance Arendt, Responsibility and Judgment (New York
- Toronto: Schocken Books - Random House of Canada, 2003), 48; ‘the new moral principle’, ibid, 52; ‘new
commands’, ibid., 107; ‘a new discovery’, ibid., 113; ‘a new ideology’, Arendt, Crisis of the Republic (New YorkLondon: Harcourt Brace & Company, 1972), 39; ‘a new faith’, ibid., 122; ‘new experiences’, ibid. 203; etc.
332
Hannah Arendt, “Some Questions of Moral Philosophy,” in Responsibility and Judgment, ed. Jerome Kohn
(New York - Toronto: Schocken Books - Random House of Canada, 2003), 54-56. See also Arendt, Eichmann in
Jerusalem, 295.
333
Arendt, The Human Condition, 178.
334
Arendt, The Promise of Politics, 112.

117

2.2. Freedom and Responsibility: The Primacy of the Act

2.2.1. From Moral Threat to Irreversible Act

As I pointed out in the first chapter, there is a tendency in the contemporary literature on
forgiveness to consider the wrong that is done and of which one somehow needs to be
released by forgiveness as being mainly a matter of moral judgments. First of all, the wrong is
mostly considered to make a negative claim about the victim’s moral value and thus to entail
a threat to his moral integrity. This negative claim on the victim’s worth is often presented as
an obstacle for forgiveness, since it requires an explicit rejection or challenge of that claim in
order to reclaim one’s self-respect.335 Therefore, it often seems as if this moral claim or
judgment on the victim’s moral value is all wrongdoing is about. Secondly, the forgiving act
is considered to be mainly about revising one’s judgments about the offender.336 The socalled separation between the agent and his act rests upon the idea that in forgiving we
retain our negative judgment about the act, but revise our judgment about the offender.
However, if we take an Arendtian perspective on forgiveness, it is revealed that these
conceptions overlook what is actually at stake in forgiveness and what kind of release it
entails. First, one loses out of sight that the suffered moral damage may not be the primary
interest of the act of forgiveness. Forgiveness primarily comes into play when the
consequences of one’s acts are irreversible and when there has been suffered real irreparable
damage. The moral offence may be withdrawn by offering excuses or by demonstrating good
will, or simply be refuted by the victim’s moral community.337 However, the real physical or
interpersonal damage or direct and indirect consequences cannot be withdrawn. This is
335
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what Arendt calls the irreversibility of human action. Secondly, in Arendt’s view the
separation between the agent and his act is not merely a matter of freeing the offender of his
victim’s judgments. Instead, it refers to a way of releasing him from the consequences of his
acts as far as they fall beyond his power while he nevertheless remains their agent. This
means that forgiveness does not exclude that one may be expected to offer reparations
neither that one may be expected to act differently nor acknowledge the wrong. It doesn’t
necessarily release the offender of certain responsibilities towards the victim, but it releases
him of those consequences of his acts over which he no longer has any control. This also
implies that the contemporary debate on conditions such as repentance is in fact misplaced. I
have revealed in the first chapter that some accounts suppose that as soon as a wrongdoer
repents, forgiveness becomes redundant. The idea is that, since the moral threat is taken
away by the offender’s repentance, there is no longer a need to revise one’s judgment about
the offender. The offender has already refuted the idea that he is bad; forgiveness cannot be
more than an acknowledgment of this. 338 This is a very influential line of thought in
contemporary literature. But again, this conception takes the wrong that is done as merely
entailing a moral judgment, threat or claim. The real suffered damage and irreversible
consequences of an act, over which the agent may repent as much as he wants, but over
which he never has and never will have any control, remains. Despite all his repentance, he
will never be able to undo what he has done. Precisely at this point forgiveness comes in.339
Arendt’s account of forgiveness as a spontaneous response to irreversibility and nonsovereignty also enables to see that forgiveness may not be primarily or merely a response to
so-called willed evil. In The Human Condition Arendt holds that forgiving can only apply to
trespassing and not to the extremity of crime and willed evil. The condition of nonsovereignty and the related boundlessness of human action give rise to what Arendt calls an
unknowingness regarding one’s own acts:340
[T]respassing is an everyday occurrence which is in the very nature of action’s
constant establishment of new relationships within a web of relations, and it needs
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forgiving, dismissing, in order to make it possible for life to go on by constantly
341

releasing men from what they have done unknowingly.

At first sight, the implication of Arendt’s distinction between trespassing and willed evil on
the one hand and the connection of forgiveness to the idea that men ‘do not know what they
do’ on the other, seems to be that we can only forgive so-called unintentional wrongdoing.
Consequently, forgiveness only seems to apply to those cases in which we have no intention
to harm or to offend someone. Or it may refer to those situations in which we had nothing
but good intentions, but the consequences unfortunately turned out wrong. Those are
typically cases in which one tends to excuse someone for what has happened, because one
cannot be held responsible for unintended or unforeseen consequences. But is Arendt then
in fact equating forgiving with excusing? Is forgiveness, as I argued in the first chapter, not
precisely addressing inexcusable wrongs?
Arendt doesn’t give a full and detailed moral philosophical account of what she means with
trespassing and acts that are done unknowingly, but she gives some hints, which suggest that
it is not this kind of irresponsible unintentional wrongdoing she is aiming at. In a footnote
she remarks that as a translation of hamartanein trespassing means ‘to miss’, ‘fail and go
astray’, rather than ‘to sin’.342 She also refers to trespassing as ‘misdeeds’, which seems to
imply mistakes, which may be made without the explicit intention to harm, but for which
one still can be held responsible and even accused.343 In some cases, such as cheating, one
knows that someone probably will be hurt, but one chooses to neglect this information. This,
however, does not mean that one acts with the intention to harm. In this case, the mistake
consists of the fact that one has chosen to give priority to one’s own pleasure above the
prospect of another’s pain and the disrespectful treatment that is involved in cheating. But,
naturally, one is also never entirely sure whether one’s act will indeed harm someone. It may
be very well the case that when one confesses one’s mistake, the other person responds:
“Halleluja, now I can finally confess I don’t love you anymore and that I have been cheating
on you for years!”. Now, the cheater may be the one who is hurt. This unpredictability,
however, does neither annul his initial neglect of the other’s feelings, nor does it remove the
fault implied in acting disrespectful by lying and cheating. One remains responsible for what
one did, although one did not have the intention to harm and the consequences did not turn
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out as bad as one thought. In Arendt’s view, trespassing thus seems to refer to acts
undertaken with a limited degree of ignorance, negligence, self-love, disrespect, etc. Those
are faults for which we can be held responsible and in regard of which we can be expected to
do better in the future, but they are not straightforward crimes. It is not evil that is
undertaken for ‘evil’s sake’.
However, Arendt’s idea that men act unknowingly also refers to the idea that one can never
make an entirely sound moral judgment about one’s own acts. She holds that we are unable
to predict whether the good cause we have in mind will indeed have good consequences.344
This is a direct result of the condition of plurality (the fact that one never acts alone) of nonsovereignty (the fact that one cannot control the consequences of one’s own acts) and of
action’s boundlessness (the fact that the consequences of an act can endure forever). As good
as one’s reason for acting may be, one can never be sure that the consequences of one’s act
will not be bad. For Arendt, the cause therefore also doesn’t justify the means.345 Arendt’s
description of acting unknowingly thus also refers to the observation that we will never be
able to take an impartial and absolute point of view from which we are able to judge the
meaning of our own acts. Elsewhere, Arendt argues that for the disclosure of the full
meaning of their acts, actors depend on the judgments of spectators, those who do not
participate directly in the action.346 Nevertheless, Arendt holds that non-sovereignty and the
unknowingness that results from it should not withhold us from acting. But since we are
unknowing regarding the outcome of our own actions and because in acting we reveal
ourselves to others in a way that we are never able to grasp, acting requires courage.
Courage, Arendt argues, may be considered to be the political virtue par excellence. It must
be noted however, that the qualification of courage concerns merely the willingness to act. It
is not a qualification of the act nor of the agent who is revealed by it.347 In Arendt’s view, the
willingness to act does not become less courageous when the agent turns out to be a
coward.348 However, according to Arendt, this courage is not necessarily or even primarily
related to a willingness to suffer the consequences. Therefore, forgiveness guarantees that we
can be released of the consequences of what we courageously did. The possibility of
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forgiveness may thus not merely serve as a remedy for action’s weakness, namely its
irreversibility, but, conversely, it may also support the courage to act.

2.2.2. From Rational Moral Subject to Political Initiator

Arendt’s conception of forgiveness as a response to irreversibility and her emphasis on the
release of the consequences of non-sovereign and unknowing acts have revealed a specific
view on wrongdoing. This view does not address wrongdoing in the way we are used to do,
namely as the violation of a moral value. Also, her conception of forgiveness does not merely,
and probably not even mainly, defines wrongdoing as we usually do: actions that are
undertaken with the intention to harm. Arendt does not take forgiveness to be involved with
wrongdoing in this strict moral sense. Her notion of acting unknowingly clearly includes acts
we did with good intentions and involuntary wrongdoing. However, the conclusion that we
always remain unknowing about our acts and their consequences does not deny personal
responsibility for what we do. It only brings to the fore that in responding to evil we should
not be primarily involved with the intentions that lie at its root. Arendt does not only assume
that we may never fully know and understand our own intentions, motivations and reasons
and these of others- which she calls, in line with Kant, ‘the darkness of the human heart’. Her
view also points to the political uselessness of clearing one’s soul by referring to good
intentions. For Arendt, what is at stake in forgiveness is one’s freedom. Freedom is what is
made use of independent of moral prescriptions.
Arendt’s theory of action starts from an approach of acting as being not exclusively moral in
character. A person may reveal herself in acting in various ways and by very different kinds
of acts. These acts do not necessarily have moral significance. They may nevertheless be
meaningful for other acts and actors. For Arendt, the person that is revealed in acting (the
‘who’) is not merely a moral agent who is capable of rational moral considerations. She is not
merely an agent that can be held accountable for her acts, but she is someone who is capable
of taking initiative. She is capable of starting something new - of whatever moral nature it
may be. According to Arendt, acting in the presence of and with others is therefore not an
expression of a prior individual moral consideration. Rather, it is the realization of a freedom
given to human beings to do something on their own initiative, to bring something new into
the world. This freedom and the power to act can be used in any way. It is a freedom that
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manifests itself merely in taking initiative. In Arendt’s view, this freedom does not precede
action, in a consideration of that action, but only manifests itself in the act itself. For her, the
moral considerations that are made with regard to one’s actions can only be made
afterwards. It is thinking and judging about what one does or has done. It implies a
reflection, not on what has to happen, but on what has already begun. It judges acts that are
committed; it does not prescribe how action is to be taken. In Arendt’s view, this reflection
also constitutes the person and - in her words – ‘gives roots’.349 Moreover, according to
Arendt, acting is not merely an arbitrary matter, but it is inspired by what she calls principles
of action. However, the plural and unpredictable nature of human action implies that this
cannot lead towards established moral prescriptions regarding future initiatives. Arendt
assumes that the person who acts is a being who takes unpredictable initiatives. As a result,
the outcome of our actions is in principle always unpredictable. In that unpredictability,
Arendt recognizes the expression of the freedom to start something new at every single
moment on the one hand and situates the amoral character of action on the other. The
freedom to start something is not tied to a moral commandment. In principle it may have any
outcome. However, since in acting one is dependent on others, one has to convince them in
one way or another to proceed and complete the initiative. Arendt therefore sees action as
something very powerful. It sets all sorts of things in motion; it enables a new beginning. Yet,
at the same time, it also entails a permanent danger, precisely because it is unpredictable and
uncontrollable. Arendt's account of action therefore also contests that even if an act is moral
in its strict sense, its moral character completely coincides with the purity of intentions and
rational considerations about the possible consequences.
The distinction between a conception of acting as moral acting, guided by the individual
moral considerations and principles of a moral agent on the one hand, and a conception of
acting as driven by a person's ability to take initiative on the other, is crucial. It entails a shift
in perspective that not only enables to understand and reconstruct Arendt’s concept of
forgiveness, but it also enables to see its relevance in a debate that is primarily morally
inspired and therefore always conceives of the acting person as a rational moral agent.
This shift demands that one does not merely conceive of oneself as a member of a moral
community - giving account of the considerations and intentions that accompany one’s
actions and relying on generally recognizable moral principles such as love, empathy,
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sincerity and justice. It also demands that one becomes aware of the way in which one
appears among others as an initiator, shapes the world in acting and speaking, and thus
manifests oneself as a member of what Arendt calls the political community. Arendt's
account of action points out that, initially, we do not appear in the world as moral beings
capable of a dialogue with ourselves. But we appear as political beings, namely, among
others. From the very beginning, we have always been involved in that world and we have
always been acting in it. In word and deed we constantly express ourselves, and reveal who
we are. The possibility to think about what we are doing exists only by virtue of the
possibility of temporarily withdrawing from that world, in which we also always remain
present in a paradoxical way. It requires, as Arendt puts it, to stop and think.350 For Arendt,
our political presence in the world, our being among others, is therefore in fact primary. For
her, one’s moral conscience is a by-product of the ability to withdraw and to relate to oneself
as ‘another self’, more specifically by entertaining a mental dialogue with oneself.
Therefore, from an Arendtian perspective, forgiveness is not the anointment of sins. It offers
no consolation or comfort for the temptations to which one has fallen prey. It is not a remedy
for the freedom to make wrong choices. It is a remedy for the freedom to take unexpected
initiatives, from which of course wrong choices may follow. In these circumstances only the
remedy of forgiveness can safeguard one’s existence as a political being, as an initiator. It
guarantees that one remains capable of acting spontaneously and unexpectedly, instead of
being determined once and for all by what one has done and once started. Forgiveness
therefore also provides the courage needed to act unpredictably. In Arendt's view,
forgiveness does not take part in the moral healing of either perpetrator or victim. It does not
rehabilitate. It makes neither a moral judgment about the perpetrator nor about his actions
in view of his reintegration into the moral community. It does not restore moral
relationships. For Arendt, forgiveness does not involve a restoration of the moral community
in its original harmony. Instead, it involves a restoration of the freedom that constantly
makes new political (and possibly conflicting) relationships possible. When the subject of
forgiveness is man as an initiator rather than the moral subject, a completely different type of
restoration comes to the fore: political restoration.
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With this view on man as an initiator instead of as a pure moral and rational being, it comes
to the fore how human beings are always involved in the consequences of their actions. In
Arendt's approach, any initiative is constitutive of the world in which we live. As a result, acts
do not necessarily have to be morally categorized or do not have to be a result of a rational,
moral consideration for their consequences to be examined and for forgiveness to be
appropriate. Arendt’s view of man as an initiator renders it impossible to clear oneself of the
consequences of one’s actions by appealing to one’s pure moral core, good intentions or
motivations. As soon as we start to act, we are always co-responsible for what we have
started, regardless of whether we have desired or even anticipated the consequences. As a
result, the emphasis is on actions and their consequences on the one hand - not on actions in
a moral sense, but on their objective status and meaning in the world we share with others and on the ability to be aware of these consequences and their meaning on the other hand.
Consequently, forgiveness does neither entail a statement about one's moral intentions,
neither is it summarized by a process of moral considerations, nor does it claim to be able to
absolve someone's guilt. Instead, it focuses precisely on what an act has brought into the
world. It is concerned with the meaning an action has received and how one proceeds with it.
But before elaborating the further implications for the conception of forgiveness as a
liberating activity, it is important to take notice of a thought that is inevitably evoked by
Arendt's conception of acting unknowingly. Her emphasis on trespassing and unknowing
acts raises the question whether one is not discussing an entirely different practice. If Arendt
excludes all intentional evil from her concept of forgiveness, are we not discussing
something fundamentally different and incomparable? Most accounts use a concept of
forgiveness aimed at moral restoration, which deals with evil as that which is done
voluntarily, with the conscious violation or disregard of a moral principle on the one hand
and with moral failure on the other hand. Consequently, does a political concept of
forgiveness, conceived as an act of political restoration focusing precisely on what was
committed unknowingly, not move the goal posts during the game? In doing so, are we not
discussing something completely different as if it were the very same thing? Yes and no. In
the second part I will further demonstrate why it makes sense to change the rules and how
this sheds an entirely new light on the meaning of forgiveness. Arendt's emphasis on the act
precisely makes clear how the exclusive focus on rare, intentional moral evil darkens and
neglects the core of what we do in forgiveness. In relation to this, it is helpful to refer to an
early note in Arendt’s Denktagebuch. Here, she still holds a classic view on forgiveness and
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initially problematizes it and opposes it to the more political concept of reconciliation. In this
note, she makes clear what she believes is essential to a political community in regard to
what goes wrong within that community: one should not cleanse another, who has sinned,
by presenting oneself as unstained. Instead, one should release another by taking, along with
him, the burden of the wrong on one’s shoulders.351 In line with this remark, in her later
writings Arendt takes the acting subject as the subject of forgiveness. From this a conception
of personal responsibility comes to the fore that goes beyond matters of guilt, intent and
imputability (or what someone can be held accountable for). Arendt’s concept of forgiveness
enables to reveal that responsibility is precisely taken in response to what has been done, of
what has irrevocably appeared in the world, independently of one’s intentions. In forgiving,
one takes the responsibility for restoring precisely what could not be foreseen and for which
one is prepared to risk harm to oneself. This also makes clear that for taking care of the world
we share, good intentions are not sufficient. One cannot dismiss the burden of the wrong by
merely good intentions. Good intentions and moral principles precisely make it possible to
wash one’s hands of the consequences of what happened as soon as responsibility has to be
taken, choices have to be made, a courageous initiative has to come about.
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PART II
LIBERATION THROUGH
FORGIVENESS
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Introduction to Part II

In the first part I established that Arendt’s perspective on human action enables to conceive
of forgiveness as an act of political restoration instead of as an act of moral restoration. Its
subject is not the violation of the moral order but the objective, irreversible act itself. It is an
act that has certain consequences in the world of human actors and potentially remains a
permanent obstacle. It is not the violation of one’s moral integrity, but the irreversibility of
the act and the enduring existence of what has been done that require forgiveness. By taking
this perspective it becomes clear that forgiveness does not imply a process of moral salvation
but involves an interruptive act of political liberation.
In this part I will further explore the most important implications of the Arendtian shift in
perspective by examining this central and crucial aspect of forgiveness, namely the liberation
it entails. Liberation is an essential part of any concept of forgiveness. However, in the
literature on forgiveness the underlying conceptions of the notion of liberation are never
explicitly brought to the fore. The assumptions about the liberation forgiveness entails have
not been given notice. Yet, a profound analysis of these implicit conceptions of liberation is
an extremely meaningful and appropriate way of critically evaluating the standard account
of forgiveness. Therefore, in this part I will bring to the fore which concepts of liberation are
operating in many of the contemporary accounts. I will confront them with Arendt’s peculiar
conception of freedom in order to articulate a completely different view on the liberation
forgiveness brings about. Finally, I will examine the implications this alternative conception
of liberation has with regard to an accurate understanding of political forgiveness,
unforgivable acts and remorse.
In the first chapter, ‘Liberation in the Standard Account’, I will bring to the fore the implicit
conceptions of liberation by discussing two paradigmatic contemporary accounts, namely
the accounts of Jeffrie Murphy and Jean Hampton. These accounts and their implied
assumptions both still have a significant impact on the contemporary debates on forgiveness.
I will argue that the conception of liberation in Murphy’s account of forgiveness is one that
connects liberation and freedom to a process of self-mastery. As a result, Murphy’s account
puts a strong emphasis on the overcoming of certain moral sentiments in the forgiver. Hence,
forgiveness becomes a matter of one’s own moral-psychological household. In Hampton’s
account, forgiveness is supposed to liberate the offender of a moral stain by seeing him in a
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new light. However, I will call into question whether this is an accurate description of the
liberation that is involved in forgiving. In Hampton’s view, the person who is forgiven merely
comes into the picture as someone who is forgiven on account of his inner decent moral core
that remains unaffected by the wrongdoing. In both Murphy and Hampton’s view, the other
as an irreducible acting person, who is bound to the past since he cannot undo what has
happened, thus remains completely out of view.
In the second chapter, ‘Liberation Through Spontaneous Interruption’, I explore Arendt’s
conception of freedom and its implications for forgiveness as a liberating act in great detail in
order to tackle this issue in the accounts of Murphy and Hampton. I will discuss the capacity
of spontaneity, understood as the ability to interrupt a series of events. Subsequently, I will
discuss Arendt’s critique of inner freedom. She explicitly contrasts her conception of
freedom as spontaneity with the common philosophical conception of freedom as an inner
commandment of the will. Moreover, I will point out that in Arendt’s view the capacity of
spontaneity is intimately connected with the condition of plurality. It is only in acting that
one is able to realize one’s freedom. Therefore, freedom is also non-sovereign. This way,
Arendt departs from any conception of freedom as self-mastery and sovereignty. It is
precisely in joint action, guided by shared principles of action, that freedom becomes a
tangible reality.
In the third chapter, ‘The Transformative Power of Forgiveness’, I will examine some of the
most important implications of Arendt’s view on freedom and forgiveness by pointing to the
transformative character of forgiveness. I will argue that in Arendt’s account the classical
distinction between sin and sinner is not referring to a pre-existing moral or metaphysical
distinction, but precisely points to a distinction that can only be brought about by
forgiveness itself. Moreover, I will point out that Arendtian forgiveness is not directed at
someone’s unaffected and omnipresent inner moral core, but entails the active liberation of
his capacity to act anew and unexpectedly. As a result, forgiveness will turn out to be neither
pointless nor unjustified, but will prove to be an indispensable part of everyday human
interaction. Furthermore, I will tie in with Arendt’s conceptions of political power as arising
from joint action to shed more light on forgiveness as a transformative and liberating event. I
will argue that Arendt’s notions of freedom and power enable to point out that forgiveness is
not a matter of moral restoration, as it is often presupposed in contemporary accounts. This
will reveal that, just like promising, forgiveness is an act that opens up new relations and
realities and is thus transformative in character. It entails precisely the recognition that it is
impossible to return to the past or to any other original moral position or balance. Finally, I
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will argue that the liberating activity of forgiveness has some important similarities with the
kind of liberation that may be involved in the alternative of fair punishment. This
importantly differs from the common conception that the gift of forgiveness is crucially at
odds with the logic of punishment and justice.
In the fourth chapter, “Forgiveness as an Act of Political Liberation”, I discuss why, for
Arendt, forgiveness is a matter of political respect rather than a matter of moral goodness.
Starting from this distinction I will discuss the implications for and possibilities of
forgiveness as a political concept. I will argue that the persisting moral presupposition that
forgiveness is enabled by a reference to our shared humanity precludes conceiving of it as
real political act, grounded in the condition of plurality. Moreover, I will discuss several
accounts that aim to provide a sheer political concept of forgiveness. This discussion will
enable me to highlight the importance of forgiveness as an effort to take shared
responsibility for what has irreversibly been done, to share the burden of absorbing the
ineradicable damage of the past.
In the fifth and final chapter, ‘The Political Conscience’, I will discuss that Arendt’s notion of
the unforgivable establishes that the power of forgiveness is not omnipotent. I will argue that
her notion of the unforgivable is not - as it is in other philosophical accounts - a way of
indicating the moral indignation following from an extreme moral transgression. I will point
out that her notion of the unforgivable refers to the impossibility to remove the obstacle that
is posed by specific wrongs. They are wrongs that precisely destroy the capacity of
spontaneity and free acting in plurality. I will discuss that, in Arendt’s view, these
unforgivable wrongs spring from a delusion of omnipotence and a stubborn inability to
recognize oneself as a spontaneous actor, who is (co-)responsible for the consequences of
what has been done. Subsequently, I will shed light on the role of conscience in Arendt’s
discussion of evil. Finally, I will assert that the tight connection between the actor and his
acts in Arendt’s account helps to develop a different conception of remorse than the one that
has become widespread in the contemporary literature. As we discussed in the first part, the
common conception of repentance gives rise to the problem of redundancy. In contrast to
the common conception of repentance as repudiating one’s acts, I will consider Arendt’s
view on remorse as the ability to ‘retrace one’s steps’. This view entails that one does not
dissociates oneself from what one has caused, even when one has not intended or foreseen
the consequences. This way, remorse implies acknowledging that one remains tied to one’s
acts, since one’s act are constitutive for who one is, and forgiveness turns out to be no longer
redundant.
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1. Liberation in the Standard Account

Many leading contemporary philosophical accounts of forgiveness focus on moral emotions
in order to define the act of forgiveness. Jeffrie Murphy for instance explicitly assumes that
“[f]orgiveness is primarily a matter of how I feel about you (not how I treat you)”.352
Forgiveness is taken to be dependent upon the presence or absence of certain moral
emotions, sentiments and judgments in the forgiver. Because forgiveness is being conceived
as mainly an inner moral experience, forgiveness has been distinguished from related
practices such as mercy and reconciliation, which concern how the wrongdoer is treated or
how wrongdoer and victim relate to one and another.353
Jeffrie Murphy and Jean Hampton are among the first scholars to articulate this moralpsychological view on forgiveness in their book Forgiveness and Mercy. 354 Their essays
constitute a vivid dialogue with one and another and discuss the conditions of forgiveness.
Their contributions to the philosophical understanding of the act of forgiveness are
frequently referred to ever since. Despite new discussions and developments, their accounts
has retained its paradigmatic status in at least two respects: the assumption that forgiveness
entails an inner transformation process that is justified by moral reasons on the hand, and
the presupposition of an inner moral decent core in the wrongdoer on the other.
In this chapter I will discuss the views of Murphy and Hampton and reveal the underlying
concepts of freedom their conceptions of forgiveness imply. Subsequently, I will call into
question whether they are adequate for capturing the kind of liberation that is at stake in
forgiveness.
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1.1. Jeffrie Murphy and Liberation Through Self-Mastery

Murphy’s definition of forgiveness as the overcoming of justified resentment for moral
reasons is often referred to as the classic, standard or paradigmatic view.355 But despite its
influence on many philosophical views articulating the role of forgiveness, Murphy’s
account of forgiveness is not primarily concerned with defending the moral value of
forgiveness. His view mainly raises objections and cautions against forgiveness. Murphy’s
interest in forgiveness arises precisely from a concern with the moral role and value of
resentment and other retributive emotions. He shares this concern with Joseph Butler,
whose ‘resentment-centered’ definition of forgiveness he adopts and further develops.356
However, while in Butler’s view resentment functions in a rather general defense of the rules
of morality and the social fabric those rules define, in Murphy’s view resentment rather
functions as a personal defense. It is a defense of certain values of the self, rather than of all
moral values and norms. Resentment is a response to wrongs that imply either violations of
one’s rights or the unfair advantage another takes of one’s sacrifices - the so-called freeriding
on reciprocal cooperation.357 Therefore, Murphy holds that “the primary value defended by
the passion of resentment is self-respect”358 in such a way that “a person who does not resent
moral injuries done to him (of either of the above sorts) is almost necessarily a person lacking
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self-respect”.359 As a result of this concern with the passion of resentment and the value of
self-respect, Murphy is one of the first to argue that forgiveness may not always be a moral
virtue. Sometimes it may even be considered to be unjustified and immoral.360 In Murphy’s
view, the quest for the meaning of forgiveness becomes primarily a quest for its
justification.361 He assumes that since forgiveness implies the overcoming of justified and
morally valuable emotions such as resentment, it requires good moral reasons. 362 In
Murphy’s view, these reasons have to be moral in the sense that they must be in line with
one’s self-respect, respect for others as moral agents, and respect for the rules of morality and
the moral order.363 Hence, the moral character of these reasons indicates that they are not
undermining morality rather than that they result from a certain valuable moral aim.
Murphy holds that, with this view, he is “bucking a trendy and almost messianic sentimental
movement that sees forgiveness as a nearly universal panacea for all mental, moral, and
spiritual ills”.364 By claiming that the emotional transformation process one carries through in
forgiveness must be made “on moral grounds”365, Murphy distinguishes a philosophical and
moral account of forgiveness from therapeutic approaches of forgiveness. For forgiveness to
be a moral act, one should not solely be concerned with one’s own well-being and mental
health, which are merely selfish reasons.366
With his defense of the value of resentment, Murphy is doing more than being cautious
about the moral value of forgiveness. Since he assumes that “my ceasing to resent will not
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constitute forgiveness unless it is done for a moral reason”367 , he takes the moral justification
of forgiveness to be essential for defining its practice. He claims that “[t]he question ‘What is
forgiveness’ cannot after all be sharply distinguished from the question ‘How is forgiveness
justified’.”368 This assumption has far-reaching consequences for his definition of forgiveness,
which has strongly influenced contemporary philosophical research on forgiveness. It has
given support to the idea that forgiveness is an inherently problematic practice and therefore
somehow needs to be deserved or has to depend on certain conditions. Since many
philosophers also hold that precisely the appeal to reasons and conditions contradicts the
essence of forgiveness, forgiveness is often believed to suffer from an intrinsic paradox.369
Moreover, Murphy supposes that it is the transformation of one’s emotions that defines the
transformation of forgiveness. However, although such a transformation of one’s emotions
may take place in the context of forgiveness, it is quite problematic to define this as the
essence of what it means to forgive another. For this reason, Murphy’s account is sometimes
criticized. For instance, externalist or performative accounts have challenged his internalist
or emotion account of forgiveness as fundamentally involving the victim’s overcoming of
some relevant negative emotion. According to externalist or performative accounts,
forgiveness involves an illocutionary speech act, implying that we perform an act in uttering
a sentence, rather than it would be a private phenomenon. 370 This opens up other
perspectives on the meaning and operation of forgiveness. Peter Digeser, for instance, takes
political forgiveness to operate as the releasing of a debt.371 Nevertheless, the performative
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view on forgiveness remains unpopular among contemporary philosophers. It goes against
the mainstream of philosophical thought.372 However, as I will discuss later, the performative
view is in itself also insufficient for providing a new model of the transformation of
forgiveness, as it often entails a mere formal and functional description.
Finally, Murphy seems convinced that a life is moral as far as it is in accordance with Butler’s
‘gospel of love’, involving a love of one’s neighbor, and Adam Smith’s ‘virtue of
magnamity’.373 But in fact, the role that he ascribes to forgiveness in reaching this general
moral aim or good is very minimal. Within his view, the liberating act of forgiveness consists
merely of the ability to control one’s passions out of caution. Despite his defense of the moral
role of resentment and the value of retributive emotions representing the desire to restore a
moral balance,374 he finds reasons for caution in Kant’s arguments against hatred. 375 The first
argument is that human beings have cognitive limitations and are “never in a position to
know if another (whose essential character is, after all, inner) is evil to the degree that hatred
of him would be justified”.376 The second argument is that human beings are “so morally
flawed as to lack proper standing to hate and despise other human beings and to seek to hurt
or destroy them”.377 Although Murphy extracts from these arguments a body of reasons for
caution, he does not regard the passion of retributive hatred to be immoral or irrational in
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itself. However, he takes it to be irrational or immoral to be led by “this dangerous and often
blind passion”.378 He agrees with Adam Smith and cites him stating that:
[w]e should resent more from a sense of the propriety of resentment, from a sense
that mankind expect and require it of us, than because we feel in ourselves the furies
of disagreeable passion. There is no passion, of which the human mind is capable,
concerning whose indulgence we ought so carefully to consult our natural sense of
propriety, or diligently to consider what will be the sentiments of the cool and
impartial spectator. […] It must appear […] from our whole manner […] that passion
has not extinguished our humanity; and that if we yield to the dictates of revenge, it
is with reluctance, from necessity, and in consequence of great and repeated
provocations. When resentment is guarded and qualified in this manner, it may be
379

admitted to be even generous and noble.

However, the conception of forgiveness as a demand to control one’s passions for moral
reasons tends to fall victim to the therapeutic concerns Murphy precisely aims to avoid. The
purpose seems to be to cure oneself from excessive passions that compromise one’s moral
goals and relationships and thus one’s self-respect and wellbeing as a rational moral agent.
Murphy points out that resentment has not only a very unattractive - even dangerous and
unhealthy - dimension, but it can also stand as a fatal obstacle to the restoration of equal
moral relations among persons: 380 “Forgiveness heals and restores, and, without it,
resentment would remain as an obstacle to many human relationships we value”.381 However,
it is questionable whether it is the purpose of forgiveness to restore moral relationships and
moral equality. This view I will challenge in the following chapters.
It has becomes clear that, in Murphy’s view, forgiveness is supposed to liberate from
uncontrollable feelings that tend to overrule one’s commitment to moral decency. For this
reason Murphy also defines forgiveness in a very minimal and negative way: as the
transformation of certain emotions, namely the overcoming of resentment, if and only if
such transformation is morally justified.
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But I call into question that it is sufficient to describe the liberation that is implied in the act
of forgiveness as a liberation of the victim’s uncontrolled and dangerous passions and its
undesirable side effects. Moreover, I will dispute that this kind of liberation is ever really
successful.382
Murphy’s definition implies that genuine or legitimate forgiveness is a result of adequate
feelings of resentment, which at the same time also need to be kept in balance or even have
to be extinguished all together.383 This means that, in this view, forgiveness is almost by
definition part of an inner struggle that may or may not be sustained. Forgiveness is
supposed to be the victor of a struggle between conflicting moral reasons all of which we are
supposed to agree on wholeheartedly. However, Murphy does not account for what exactly
should be the decisive factor with respect to outweighing one moral reason against the other.
Consequently, we have no ultimate reason to rank the concern for forgiveness above the
concern for resentment and retribution. He does refer to the so-called distinction between
sin and sinner and holds that it is only possible to give reasons for forgiveness when it is
possible to draw this distinction.384 However, the way in which he uses the distinction to
provide reasons for forgiveness is highly contestable. He refers for instance to cases in which
the offender had good motives or he claims that we are able to forgive for “old time’s sake”,
for who a wrongdoer once was in distinction of who he is now.385 These are clearly cases
where the attention is drawn away from the wrong and the wrongdoer’s accountability for it.
Consequently, as Calhoun rightly argues, Murphy uses the distinction between act and agent
in a way all excuses do. It is a way of stating that what was done is morally wrong, but
because of certain factors about the wrongdoer we cease to blame him for it.386 Murphy also
refers to apology and begging for forgiveness as rituals of humiliation.387 In this case the
victim thus triumphs over the wrongdoer as a result of the self-abasement and by taking a
moral superior position in forgiving the wrongdoer. This surely may provide a reason -
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perhaps even a good reason for restoring social harmony -, but it is contestable whether it is a
moral one.388
Consequently, it is not clear how good moral reasons for forgiveness, reasons that do not
amount to excusing or humiliation, overrule the reasons one may have for resenting or even
hating someone. How do the reasons for forgiveness overrule the passions that result from
perceiving someone as the indisputable agent of the act you condemn, threatening your selfrespect and respect for morality? Murphy also explicitly admits that he conceives of
forgiveness as an inner struggle between competing values that cannot be dissolved:
We are often torn, when considering revenge versus forgiveness, by a deep tension
between competing values – for example, the expected satisfaction of getting even
versus the belief that the virtuous person should be loving and forgiving, not
vindictive. This tension may leave a person unfulfilled whatever course of action is
taken – perhaps feeling guilty if revenge is indeed taken, perhaps feeling weak and
389

servile if it is not.

He admits that his original interest in the topic of forgiveness grew out of the experience of
this tension in his own personality: “[A] tension between (alas) my rather angry and even
vindictive personality and my Christian upbringing, in which I had been taught the gospel of
love and forgiveness.”390 He explains that all his writings about forgiveness have been
attempts to examine and clarify this tension. He argues that when one is confronted with
such a conflict of values we have several options: one can decide to simply live with it or one
can seek to remove it. The latter can be done by rethinking the concepts of forgiveness or
self-respect in such a way that they are rendered consistent, or one can decide to rank one’s
values so that some are allowed to defeat others. In this case one can decide, for instance, to
only forgive if one’s self-respect is not sacrificed, for example when an offender truly repents.
At some point, Murphy seems to have chosen the second option: that one is only allowed to
forgive if one’s self-respect is not compromised. But as stated above, if forgiveness is defined
as being essentially about a transformation in one’s emotions, there is no way in which one
can resolve the tension that exists between them and the correlated values. Murphy seems to
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realize this when he claims not to give a formula or decision procedure for when to forgive.391
Murphy’s account thus in the end turns out to provide nothing more than a description and
explanation of this inner struggle in moral-psychological terms. He takes this to be the
limitation of philosophy. He claims that his philosophical account cannot settle the various
conflicts that lie exposed: “It cannot develop a formal decision procedure for forgiveness –
some method of proving, for example, that you ought or ought not [sic] rank self-respect
higher than forgiveness if there is indeed a conflict between the two.”392
Murphy’s view on forgiveness is strongly influenced by the platonic and stoic ideal of moral
life as one that entails the ability of self-domination and self-mastery. This ideal is inspired
by a specific concept of freedom, namely the possibility to be one’s own lord and master. It is
a concept of freedom that identifies freedom with sovereignty, the possibility to rule over
oneself and one’s passions. As I already have pointed out above, Murphy’s view is not only
very influential in contemporary debates but also paradigmatic for prevailing conceptions of
forgiveness and the liberation it implies. In both liberal and religious views it is very
common to perceive of forgiveness as something an individual must somehow be capable of
in order to restore a moral relationship. One must find a way of overcoming certain
emotions, either with the help of certain conditions or with the help of positively stimulating
sentiments, beliefs and attitudes. An individual must thus somehow find the strength to
forgive. Sometimes the wrongdoer helps him with this difficult achievement, so that the
effort becomes less impossible and less strength is required. But the focus remains on the
individual tour de force a victim needs to make in forgiving an offender.
The main question is whether this concept of freedom, entailing a kind of self-management
and inner struggle, is appropriate for capturing the kind of freedom and liberation that is at
stake in forgiveness. As a result of the involved conception of freedom as self-mastery, there
appears to be hardly any difference with a therapeutic outlook on forgiveness from which
Murphy claims to distance himself. As soon as one attaches the liberation that is implied in
forgiveness to the existence or absence of certain emotional states and attitudes, forgiveness
becomes primarily a matter of one’s own psychological household. As a result of this, the
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therapeutic assumption that forgiveness is something one does for oneself and not for the
other is just one step away.
In the next chapter I will discuss Hannah Arendt’s view on freedom to demonstrate that the
concept of freedom as self-mastery, which standard accounts of forgiveness employ, is selfdefeating and insufficient to grasp the liberation forgiveness enables. In reference to what
Arendt calls a conflict of the will I will point out that Murphy’s finding that philosophy
cannot solve the inner tension of competing moral values is correct. According to Arendt,
such an insolvable inner conflict can only come to an end by acting. Precisely for this reason,
she considers freedom to be a matter of action rather than a matter of moral reasons or of the
will and the feelings it generates. Subsequently, I will discuss how her notion of spontaneity
and her identification of freedom with non-sovereign action point in a different direction
than Murphy’s account does. This way, the notion of spontaneity enables to reveal the
specific interpersonal character of forgiveness. The act of forgiveness is a matter of
interrupting a series of events by relying on one’s capacity for spontaneity rather than a
matter of evaluating competing values and their corresponding moral sentiments and
judgments.
However, before discussing Arendt’s view on freedom and its implications for the meaning
of the act of forgiveness, I will discuss Jean Hampton’s account. Hampton’s account
exemplifies another paradigmatic view on forgiveness and the liberation it implies.

1.2. Jean Hampton and One’s Pure Moral Core

In Forgiveness and Mercy Jean Hampton develops a view that is at least as influential as
Murphy’s view, but differs from it in some crucial aspects. The elaboration of these aspects
enables me to reveal another prevailing conception of the liberation that is implied in
forgiving another.
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Hampton shares the critique on Murphy’s account that forgiveness cannot merely be
understood as an emotional transformation in the victim.393 In Murphy’s view, the liberation
of forgiveness can be described as the controlling or extinguishing of undesirable passions,
which arise from a model of freedom as self-mastery. In contrast, Hampton argues for a more
positive description, in which forgiveness involves the liberation of a moral stain on the
person of the wrongdoer by actively changing one’s judgment about the offender and seeing
him in a new light.394 By doing so, Hampton adopts a classical Christian view, expressing a
fundamental trust in the inner decent moral core of every human being, and gives a moralpsychological description of the ‘change of heart’ it requires.395
Against Murphy’s view, Hampton argues that forgiveness is an act that is ‘directed’ at the
wrongdoer rather than merely some kind of internal emotional changes inside the victim.396
Although forgiveness may presuppose such changes, she assumes that it is a response that is
concerned first and foremost with the forgiver’s relationship to the wrongdoer.397 It is
‘bestowed upon’ or ‘offered to’ the wrongdoer in order to reestablish some kind of
relationship. It restores “at the very least, the ‘civil’ relationship that prevails between
strangers in a human community”.398 Therefore, Hampton believes that the change of heart
that takes place in forgiveness involves the overcoming of a point of view, “namely, the point
of view of the other as ‘the one who wronged me’”.399 She argues that this point of view is “the
product of a judgement of the other as one’s transgressor, so it […] is really this judgement
which a victim must ‘let go of’ if he’s going to be able to welcome that person back into his
life.”400
Consequently, she believes that in forgiving someone, one is not overcoming one’s
resentment, but indignation and moral hatred. In her view, indignation and moral hatred
differ from resentment and simple hatred.401 According to her, resentment reflects two
concerns of the victim. First, it reflects the fear that the demeaning and harmful action has
effected or revealed a low value and rank. Second, it entails the judgment that it should not
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have been intentionally inflicted on him given his value and rank as a moral person.402
Furthermore, Hampton holds that resentment is not hatred. The object of hatred is a person
who committed a wrong, the object of resentment is an action. One can resent what someone
did, but one cannot resent someone, she claims. Nevertheless, she takes resentment to be a
kind of anger resulting from a personal defense, since it is a protest against one’s
diminishment.403 Indignation instead, applies when the defense of the moral value as such
has been violated by the wrongdoing:
[I]ndignation is the emotional protest against immoral treatment whose object is the
defense of the value which this action violated, whereas resentment is an emotion
whose object is the defiant reaffirmation of one’s rank and value in the face of
404

treatment calling them into question in one’s own mind.

Furthermore, moral hatred relates to indignation the way simple hatred relates to
resentment. While the object of indignation is an action, the object of moral hatred is the
person who committed the immoral action:405
[Moral hatred] is an aversion to someone who has identified himself with an
immoral cause or practice, prompted by moral indignation and accompanied by the
wish to triumph over him and his cause or practice in the name of some fundamental
moral principle or objective, mostly notably justice. […] [I]t is the opposite of what
one might call moral love, that is, the attraction one feels towards someone whom one
believes has identified himself with a moral cause or objective, combined with the
desire to see him and his moral cause prevail.
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Hampton argues that the change of heart that takes place in forgiveness involves overcoming
the emotions of indignation and moral hatred, rather than resentment and simple hatred.
Overcoming one’s spite or hate and resentment is only part of what she calls “the
psychological preparation for this change of heart”. 408 By overcoming spite or hatred and
resentment one regains confidence in one’s own worth despite the immoral action that
challenged it.409 But the change of heart - which Hampton takes to be the very essence of
forgiveness - is something else. It involves the overcoming of the indignation and moral
hatred that appeared as a result of the defense of a moral cause, rather than merely this
personal protest. A change of heart implies a change in one’s judgment about the moral
nature of the wrongdoer. It is a change in which one comes to reapprove of the wrongdoer.
One has a new understanding of her as “a person one can be ‘for’ rather than ‘against’”:410
The forgiver […] has a change of heart when she ‘washes away’ or disregards the
wrongdoer’s immoral actions or character traits in this ultimate moral judgement of
her and comes to see her as still decent, not rotten as a person, and someone with
411

whom he may be able to renew a relationship.

This, however, does not imply that the forgiver forsakes her opposition to the wrongdoer’s
action. She is not condoning her actions. Hampton holds that she does not even have to give
up her opposition to the wrongdoer’s bad character traits. But she revises her judgment of
the person herself. She comes to realize that this person does not deserve moral hatred as,
despite her action, she is still decent.412 A change of heart involves the decision to see a
wrongdoer in a new, more favorable light.413 By doing so, Hampton believes, the forgiver
‘sends away’ the moral stain:414
If she ‘lets go’ of her sense of herself as the victim of an immoral person, she thereby
drops the perspective from which she looks like a morally rotten individual. The one
who receives forgiveness may thus feel cleansed of the stain, cured of the rot,
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because the forgiver’s perspective enables him to see himself as decent rather than
(…) corroded or morally damaged.

415

Consequently:
To forgive someone for an action or a trait is a way of removing it as evidence of the
state of his soul.

416

Hampton believes that forgiveness liberates the wrongdoer of both the moral stain on his
person and his moral debt towards the victim: “He is no longer in the position of the sinner,
stained by sin and indebted to his victim”.417 The forgiver on the other hand, is no longer in
the position of defending herself.418 By removing or ‘sending away’ the moral stain that is left
by the immoral act, “the forgiver is able to respond to the wrongdoer as someone other than
‘the one who wronged me’”.419 She argues that this liberation of the burden of moral debt
“puts the two parties on an equal footing once more, and makes possible renewed
relationships”.420
According to Hampton, this change of heart and the possibility to see an offender as still
having “a core of decency”421 within him results from an effort to understand the wrongdoer.
She claims that “[o]nce we understand why they have come to wrong other people, their
anger or abuse is often shown to have little to do with the people they in fact hurt, and a lot
to do with their own frustrations or feelings of malice towards people they are unable to hurt
back”. 422 It is the evidence of their vulnerability and pathetic circumstances, Hampton
believes, that make their reactions more understandable and their characters much more
like our own:
Our familiarity with the desires and emotions at the base of their immoral actions
enable us to see them not as mindless, evil monsters but as human beings like
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ourselves, with serious problems that ignite feelings of compassion and
benevolence.

423

While moral hate blinds us and makes us insensitive to aspects of the wrongdoer’s character
which are not bad,424 understanding enables us to feel compassion and even come to like the
person, although we may retain our hatred of her deeds and of her character traits that led to
hurting another.425 According to Hampton it are these warmer feelings that “open up the way
to forgiveness and reconciliation”.426
On account of describing the change of heart that forgiveness implies as an alternation of
judgment that takes place in view of a wrongdoer’s inner decent moral core, Hampton’s view
is illustrative of many accounts of forgiveness. Her influential account mixes the heritage of
two traditions, the moral-psychological tradition and the tradition of fundamental love of
mankind. Her view is paradigmatic for the conception of the liberation of forgiveness in both
these traditions. More specifically, Hampton’s view does not only hold the idea of a moralpsychological transformation process of self-mastery - in this case a process of altering one’s
emotions by altering one’s judgments. It also holds the idea - prevailing in the bulk of
contemporary literature on forgiveness - that a distinction has to be made between the sin
and the sinner in reference to the wrongdoer’s inner decent moral core. Within this view, an
agent’s pure moral core is assumed to be his true essence, his authentic self.
However, just like Murphy’s view, Hampton’s view on forgiveness and the liberation it
implies poses some significant problems. First of all, her account, which grounds the capacity
to forgive in the capacity to understand the motives and circumstances of the offender
evokes the same objections as Charles Griswold’s view, which I discussed in the first part of
this dissertation. All efforts to find reasons for forgiveness by referring to certain familiar
motives or circumstances always fall victim to a tendency to either excuse the wrongdoer or
to minimalize the wrong that has been done. Forgiving someone for what she is despite the
wrongdoing is in fact a way of looking away from the wrong and the wrongdoing. One is
forgiving another not for what she has done wrong, but for what she didn’t do wrong. I argue
that by concentrating on positive character traits and familiar shared human motives one
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aims to override the unpleasant feelings caused by the wrong and its harm by warmer
feelings of recognition and empathy.
Furthermore, the central idea of an inner, decent moral core poses problems for her
conception of the liberation implied in forgiveness. While in Murphy’s account, which
focuses on balancing one’s passions, the self stands in the center of his conception of
liberation, Hampton’s account aims to conceive of forgiveness as an act that addresses
another person. However, by focusing on the wrongdoer’s pure moral core she is blind for
what constitutes the other as discriminate other: his acts. If one addresses some inner
decency, one is precisely overlooking the other as a distinct person who is burdened by an
act he cannot take back.
Secondly, the reference to a moral core takes forgiveness as liberating the wrongdoer from a
moral stigma. The distinction between sin and sinner entails a salvation of sin from the
wrongdoer. Although the sin in itself may still be strongly condemned and the wrongdoer’s
responsibility for it is not denied, he is liberated from the victim’s association or
identification of him with the sin. Within this view, forgiveness thus has the task to clear the
moral reputation of the wrongdoer, to set him free in a way that no longer testifies of his sins
or sinfulness. But even if this were possible, when we forgive in view of one’s inner decent
core, a core we all share, there remains no reason not to forgive. Forgiveness is thus a
rational response that does not even require any consideration. Consequently, one might call
into question whether it is appropriate to conceive of it as a moral-psychological
transformation process. Since there is no reason not to forgive it might be more adequate to
take Jankélévitch’s position and assume that forgiveness should be given immediately,
without any consideration. The moment one starts to justify forgiveness and aims to point
out why a wrongdoer deserves it one is already forfeiting it as a response to one’s inner
goodness.
Finally, the distinction of the sinner - as a pure, morally decent person - from his sin implies
an idea of moral improvement. A wrongdoer is not simply different from what he did, but he
is better than what he did. By forgiving him, we allow him to act in accordance with that inner
and pure moral goodness and to do better in the future. By forgiving him, we thus raise a
moral expectation he should meet. In fact, we thus still exhibit some kind of moral power
over him. It is precisely for this reason that Nietzsche believes that forgiveness can only
result from a slave morality, in which the wronged aims to exert moral power and superiority
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over the wrongdoer.427 It is also for this reason that Derrida argues that the actual challenge
of forgiveness stands in paradoxical opposition to the idea of a transformed sinner, and
requires precisely that forgiveness is granted to the guilty as guilty.428 Similarly, Calhoun
holds that forgiveness begins when one stops demanding that a person were different from
what she is: “It is the choice to place respecting another’s way of making sense of her life
before resentfully enforcing moral standards”.429
All of the above shows that the main problem with forgiving someone in view of his inner,
unaffected and decent moral core is its essentialistic view on human persons. It starts from
the assumption that as rational moral agents all human beings are the same. They all share
the same moral capacities for moral reasoning and the same moral sentiments and motives.
For this reason, as this view goes, we are all considered to be members of the same human
family. However, I contend that this view entails only a limited and minimal conception of
what it means to be a human person. If we forgive in view of this aspect of being a person, the
act of forgiveness is being reduced to the general recognition of our essential sameness. We
limit its operation to the mere acknowledgment of our shared humanity. As a result of this,
forgiveness does not just manifests itself as overly moralistic, it becomes very minimal as
well. It is reduced to either moral modesty (which always implies the risk of excusing since it
focuses on our inherent fallibility) or to an unshakeable trust in our inherent moral goodness
(which always implies the risk of condoning). I argue that this, however, obscures that most
of our conflicts and tensions arise precisely because we are not the same. Although we may
share some common characteristics and concerns, we are all also irreducibly different. We
all do different things and get involved in all kinds of varying consequences. Our differing
and unique life stories create experiences that, although they may be familiar to some extent,
are also singular and irreducible. In my view, to suppose that forgiveness should be granted
in view of a decent core we all share, at least if it is not immoral to do so, is in fact to assume
that all the difficulties and conflicts we get involved in are in the end not worth discussing. In
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view of a universal love, either for man in particular or for God and his creation in general,
concrete worldly matters in fact lose their complexity, relevance and problematic character.
The reference to a pure moral core that can be distinguished from one’s acts abstracts from
what it means to be a person. Being a person does not entail sharing certain rational and
moral capacities. It implies taking decisions, making mistakes, asking others for help. Those
actions create meaningful experiences we could not do without. It is precisely in doing those
things that we experience what it means to be a human person. Being a human person and
acting are intimately connected. Any attempt to distinguish both in view of some
metaphysical true self in fact liberates one not only of a moral stain but also of the
meaningfulness of what it means to be a human acting person.
Hence, I contend that the richness and meaningfulness of the liberation of forgiveness is not
captured in reference to the idea of human persons as similar moral agents. Is forgiveness
merely concerned with altering moral judgments and cleansing the moral stain from a
wrongdoer or is something else and perhaps something more important and interesting at
stake? How can we provide for an account of forgiveness that is less moralistic on the one
hand and less on the edge of condoning and excusing on the other?
I believe that this challenge requires setting out a new course. In discussing Arendt’s view on
freedom and forgiveness I point out that it is possible to reframe the debate. Therefore, in the
next section I will examine the implications of the new and refreshing perspective she invites
to.
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2. Freedom and Liberation in Arendt’s Account

In this chapter I will discuss how Arendt’s account of freedom enables a completely different
view on the liberation of forgiveness.
First of all, I will argue that the definition of forgiveness as a morally justifiable
transformation precludes conceiving it as a free and liberating act. It confines it to a very
narrow conception of liberation, namely the liberation of negative moral sentiments. In
contrast, Arendt’s conception of freedom as spontaneous acting enables us to perceive of
forgiveness as an unprecedented and unexpected new beginning. In Arendt’s view, a free act
precisely entails an interruption and thus cannot be grasped in referring to causes and
motives.
Second, I will reveal how her critique of inner freedom enables us to see that if the liberation
of forgiveness is conceived as an inner commandment of the will, it will always remain
entangled in its own inner struggle. Therefore, its liberation will be unsuccessful. In Arendt’s
view, freedom can only be realized in acting, for which one depends on others. Her concept
of non-sovereign freedom thus enables to conceive of the liberation of forgiveness as
resulting from an interdependent, though spontaneous, act, rather than as a sheer inner
experience or process of transformation. In this chapter I will articulate the radical shift that
this implies in order to demonstrate how it brings about a very unusual but compelling
account of forgiveness as a liberating act.

2.1. From Justified Inner Transformation to Spontaneous Beginning

In discussing Murphy’s and Hampton’s accounts, it has become clear that their conceptions
of forgiveness are essentially tied up with a quest for moral justification. Their accounts are
paradigmatic for two philosophical traditions in the literature on forgiveness.
The first tradition relies on moral psychology and the ability to alter or evoke emotions and
moral sentiments. According to this view, forgiveness is defined as a moral-psychological
process of transformation, in which one moral sentiment (legitimate resentment) is replaced
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by another, more positive moral sentiment (sympathy/empathy). For the desired moralpsychological transformation to take place, the victim is in need of moral reasons. These
moral reasons do not only make the moral transformation morally acceptable. They also
make the transformation of one’s sentiments possible.
The second tradition is older and assumes that making a new beginning, taking a nonviolent
initiative that breaks out of the spiral of violence and hate, becomes possible by appealing to
the principle of universal love of mankind. This principle of universal love may take the form
of Christian or religiously inspired love for one’s neighbor or it may appear in its rather
humanistic version of agape.
However, I argue that these traditions provide a very limited view of the liberation
forgiveness implies. First, the liberation depends on the individual tour de force of the victim
and thus becomes a sheer inner experience. Second, since they ground the liberating act of
forgiveness in moral reasons and universally binding principles, they precisely deny its
freedom to constitute a radical new beginning that breaks with the past.
In elaborating Arendt’s view on freedom, it becomes possible to set out a new course and to
reveal a different conception of the liberation forgiveness entails. In Arendt’s view, freedom
and liberation cannot be conceived in terms of causation and motivation. Her conception of
freedom brings to the fore two constitutive elements of freedom: its spontaneity and its nonsovereignty. First, Arendt claims that we can only conceive of action as grounded in freedom
if we understand it in its radical spontaneity and contingency. This means that action’s
freedom cannot be explained by relying on what has caused or motivated it. Second, Arendt
claims that the impulse to act is given from without. It is our appearance among others that
invites to act spontaneously. Therefore, Arendt also assumes that freedom can only become
a tangible reality in acting with others. We are unable to master our own freedom since it is
only realized in acting with others. Freedom, in Arendt’s view, is therefore fundamentally
non-sovereign. I will first discuss the notion of spontaneity in Arendt’s account of freedom.
With the notion of spontaneity Arendt aims to emphasize that action can only be free as far
as it is able to make a radical new beginning. She assumes that we are losing sense of
freedom as soon as we start to question how an act came about or what it intended for. As
soon as we rely on motivations and intentions that explain what we do, we lose sight of the
very essence of freedom, namely it’s ability to interrupt precisely this time-continuum:
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Action, to be free, must be free from motive on one side, from its intended goal as a
predictable effect on the other. This is not to say that motives and aims are not
important factors in every single act, but they are its determining factors, and action
is free to the extent that it is able to transcend them.
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Arendt thus does not deny that free actions may be guided by motives, intentions, desires
and aims. But if we aim to understand in what respect they are free, we should not focus on
inner intentions and motives but on what exceeds these direct motivations and aims. She
claims that the freedom to start something new is utterly incompatible with the principle of
causality. Free action resembles a miracle:
The new always happens against the overwhelming odds of statistical laws and their
probability, which for all practical, everyday purposes amounts to certainty; the new
therefore always appears in the guise of a miracle.
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A miracle is mostly understood as a religious phenomenon, in which something
superhuman or supernatural breaks into the natural course of human affairs or natural
events. But with the use of the word miracle Arendt does not intend to refer to supernatural
forces, but precisely aims to draw attention to the miraculous capacity of spontaneity. It
entails the ability of human beings to take initiative, to do what could not be expected.
Arendt claims that we are so familiar with the spontaneity of human action that we tend to
overlook its improbable character, its freedom and contingency.
By way of example, Arendt refers to the existence of the earth. Compared to the universal
occurrences and the statistic calculable probabilities controlling them, even the existence of
the earth just as well as the existence of men, rests upon a kind of wonder.432 That which we
call real came into existence through the addition of infinite improbabilities. Similarly,
Arendt argues, are historical processes, which do not proceed according to predictable
natural developments but are sequences of unpredictable events. Those sequences of events,
which are the result of previous initiatives, are themselves constantly interrupted by new
human initiatives. However, according to Arendt, the structure of historical sequences of
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events is so frequently interspersed with the infinite improbabilities of wonder that precisely
any talk of miracles seems odd to us.433
By calling taking initiative in acting and speaking miraculous, Arendt does not aim to point
to some supra-natural source of human action. Instead, she aims to draw attention to the
improbable character of an everyday and particularly human occurrence. An occurrence
which takes place so often that we are no longer able to recognize its improbability.434 It is
man himself who is capable of doing miracles, she claims, in a highly wonderful and
mysterious way.435 According to Arendt, there is a crucial difference between the infinite
improbability on which the wonder of earthly human existence rests and the wonderful
interruptions in the course of human affairs and relationships, the latter which is the miracle
of action. In the latter there truly is a miracle worker evoking these improbabilities. The
common and – as Arendt calls it – ‘hackneyed’ word our language provides for this talent for
doing miracles is 'action’.436 By using the religious language of miracles, Arendt thus aims to
point to the improbability that is tied up with the novelty in taking initiative in acting and
speaking, while simultaneously arguing that these improbabilities happen so often that they
tend to remain unnoticed. In referring to action as a miracle, she aims to point to the
powerfulness of the omnipresent capacity of spontaneity:
[W]e do indeed have the right to expect miracles. Not because we superstitiously
believe in miracles, but because human beings, whether or not they know it, as long
as they can act, are capable of achieving, and constantly do achieve, this improbable
437

and unpredictable.

In line with Kant, Arendt calls the ‘miraculous’ capacity to start something new and
unprecedented the capacity of spontaneity. It entails the possibility to start freely and
spontaneously, i.e., in an unpremediated, independent and unprescribed way, a new series of
events.438 But Arendt also points out that the idea of a new free beginning, which interrupts
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what came before, brings with it at least two difficulties. She calls these difficulties ‘the
problem of the new’.439
First, spontaneity implies that what one does could also remain undone. This means that the
freedom of spontaneity is always tied up with contingency.440 But this also makes it hard to
explain why things are as they are. The contingency of action interrupts the order of
necessity. For this reason, Arendt argues, philosophers have never been pleased with
freedom and its ineluctable randomness. Because they are committed with interpreting and
knowing the world, they have been “unwilling to pay the price of contingency for the
questionable gift of spontaneity”.441 For classical philosophy, Arendt claims, the contingency
of reality is equal to ultimate meaninglessness and this original bias against contingency
survived deep into the modern age.442 She concludes that the philosophical conceptions of
freedom should therefore not be trusted. They precisely aim to get rid of contingency and
thus of freedom’s liberty.443
Second, since spontaneity implies starting something new, it cannot be perceived as a
continuation of what came before. However, Arendt argues, the conception of an absolute
beginning is very troublesome, as Kant already experienced. Since, insofar as it is part of a
time-continuum, an event is always only the continuation of a preceding series. A series
occurring in the world can only have a relatively first beginning, since it is always preceded
by some other state of things in time.444 But action as a new free beginning is precisely
conceived as an interruption of the time-continuum and as the start of a new series of events.
Arendt therefore calls the troublesome notion of a new beginning - interrupting the
continuity of time - the problem of the new.445 She assumes that the idea of an absolute
beginning correlates to the experience of forming projects. If one has something in mind one
wishes to do, this event starts a new series.446 Seen from the perspective of the person who
(wishes to) act(s), the continuity of time is interrupted by the new series of events he starts.
However, Arendt argues that there are two ways in which this possibility of new beginnings
is traditionally neglected. First, there is the historically traditional solution for the new in
Aristotle’s distinction between potentiality and actuality that could save the unity of time. It
439
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entails the assumption that the new series was potentially contained in the preceding series
of events. 447 Second, in reference to Henri Bergson, Arendt points to the related
phenomenological problem of the perspective of memory and the impact of reality as sheer
factuality:448
[L]ooked at retrospectively, a freely performed act loses its air of contingency under
the impact of now being an accomplished fact, of having become part and parcel of
the reality in which we live. The impact of reality is overwhelming to the point that
we are unable to ‘think it away’; the act appears to us now in the guise of necessity.

449

Arendt argues that this impact of factuality is experienced most obviously in the case of
action, since no deed can be safely undone. She thus explains the tendency to deny the
freedom to begin in a phenomenological way. It implies the sheer impossibility to ignore
reality as it is, even though we are able to imagine many other possible outcomes, and
therefore it appears as a necessity.450 It must be noted that this tendency to necessity may
especially be observed in how one is dealing with wrongdoing and crime. It is often hard to
believe that an offender could have acted differently than he did without this implying that
he also explicitly embraces the evil that he did. As a result, conceptions of forgiveness always
tend to respond to the unavoidability of crime and evil instead of to its irreversibility, which
is a quite different notion.
The contingency of what is also implies that the free will, whether it is being understood as
the freedom of choice or as the freedom to start something unpredictably, can be assumed,
relying on inner experience, but it cannot be proved.451 The capacity of spontaneity thus
implies the uncomfortable idea that no other source can be indicated than the fact of
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freedom itself. Arendt therefore links this freedom of spontaneity to the condition of natality,
the fact that we are born in the world as newcomers:
The miracle of freedom is inherent in this ability to make a beginning, which itself is
inherent in the fact that every human being, simply by being born into a world that
was there before him and will be there after him, is himself a new beginning.

452

Arendt admits that as a fundament of the freedom of spontaneity, the condition of natality
remains quite impenetrable and incomprehensible. She claims that it only reveals that we
are doomed to freedom because we are born among others, irrespective of whether we love
our freedom or detest its arbitrariness.453 Therefore, she does not only describe the possibility
to start something new as miraculous, but also calls it mysterious.454
At the end of Willing, the second part of The Life of the Mind, Arendt describes how not only
philosophers - who are traditionally on bad terms with freedom’s contingency - but also the
founding fathers - who she admires most for their capacity to act in concert and to
consolidate the freedom to begin in a constitution - seemed to recoil for the abyss of the
experienced freedom to begin. When they became aware that the change they wanted for
the world might imply a new order, the start of something unprecedented, they started to
look to history for guidance in understanding what they were doing. Confronted with the
element of complete arbitrariness in every new beginning, knowing that whatever would be
done could just as well have been left undone and believing that once it is done it cannot be
undone, they started rethinking the foundation legends of the Pentateuch and Aeneid.455 In
founding a new order they experienced the hiatus between a no-more and a not-yet, between
liberation from the old order and the new freedom. The hiatus, Arendt explains, indicates
that freedom does not automatically results from liberation.456 It marks the interruption of an
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absolute beginning in the flow of temporal sequences.457 The hiatus thus also demonstrates
that the beginner has nothing to hold on to.458 Arendt explains that when the founding
fathers ransacked the archives of Roman antiquity they were not only in need of an
acquaintance with a new form of government, but also aimed to overcome the perplexities
inherent in every beginning. They were quite aware of the bewildering spontaneity of a free
act. They knew that an act could only be called free if it is not affected or caused by anything
preceding it. Yet, insofar as the free act turns into a cause of whatever follows, it demands a
justification.459 However, according to Arendt, the foundation legends only indicate the
problem without solving it.460 They merely “point to the abyss of nothingness that opens up
before any deed that cannot be accounted for by a reliable chain of cause and effect and is
inexplicable in Aristotelian categories of potentiality and actuality.”461 Moreover, in looking
for an answer in Virgil’s poems, they found out that the hope of founding a ‘new Rome’ was
an illusion:
Confronted with the riddle of foundation – how to re-start time within an inexorable
time continuum – they naturally turned to the story of the foundation of Rome and
learned from Virgil that this starting-point of Occidental history had already been a
re-vival, the resurgence of Troy.
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They found out that there was nothing else they could do than hoping that their own
foundational act could be understood as a renaissance or rebirth of Rome.463 Consequently,
the abyss of pure spontaneity was covered up by a device, typical of the Occidental tradition,
of “understanding the new as an improved re-statement of the old.”464 This, again, points out
how hard it is to conceive of a new free beginning, despite the fact that it is so clearly
experienced by the one who takes initiative, as Arendt claims.
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It thus turns out that, although Arendt takes the capacity of spontaneity to be an
omnipresent capacity, it is also easily denied and neglected. Since this freedom of
spontaneity is clearly experienced but hard to conceive of, the spontaneous moment of
interruption in the act of forgiveness is also easily neglected or mistaken. However, Arendt’s
phenomenological description of forgiveness precisely aims to dig up this moment of
spontaneous interruption. Although forgiveness is a reaction Arendt also takes it to entail the
characteristics of a free act. It interrupts a course of events and thus exemplifies the capacity
to start something new, to act spontaneously:
In contrast to revenge, which is the natural, automatic reaction to transgression and
which because of the irreversibility of the action process can be expected and even
calculated, the act of forgiving can never be predicted; it is the only reaction that acts
in an unexpected way and thus retains, though being a reaction, something of the
original character of action. Forgiving, in other words, is the only reaction which
does not merely re-act but acts anew and unexpectedly, unconditioned by the act
which provoked it and therefore freeing from its consequences both the one who
forgives and the one who is forgiven. The freedom contained in Jesus’ teachings of
forgiveness is the freedom from vengeance, which encloses both doer and sufferer in
the relentless automatism of the action process, which by itself need never come to
an end.

465

In Arendt’s view, the liberation of forgiveness is thus not a liberation of certain moral
sentiments but the liberation of revenge. Forgiveness interrupts the determined reactions to
an act. From this angle, it also becomes possible to see that the presence or absence of certain
sentiments is irrelevant for forgiveness. In Arendt’s view, forgiveness is not defined as a
transformation of mental states, but as an interruption of a series of successive acts. This also
enables to point out that the requirement of good moral reasons that either justify or enable
forgiveness, is in fact at odds with forgiveness. It is also precisely for this reason that we
usually not conceive of a negotiated cease-fire or armistice as an act of forgiveness. In
demanding good reasons for forgiveness one precisely remains caught within a ‘you scratch
my back and I'll scratch yours’ logic. This is clearly at odds with the interruption of necessity
forgiveness aims at. By requiring good moral reasons in exchange for forgiveness,
forgiveness tends to become a sublimated act of revenge and payback. Even when these
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moral reasons are for instance grounded in practicing the general virtue of magnanimity, this
causes one to see oneself as morally superior and thus as the victor of a moral battle.
The omnipresent capacity to make a radical new beginning is left out of view as soon as
forgiveness is discussed in terms of what either justifies or enables it. Arendt’s account
enables to elucidate precisely the miraculous moment of interruption, which entails a
liberation of both the wrongdoer and the victim. It conceives the act of forgiveness in a way
that is independent of any moral reason, virtue or value. It is a way of conceiving the
liberation of forgiveness in its purest form, disposed of any form of necessity or causation. By
doing so, Arendt in fact also explicitly invites not to recoil for this omnipresent freedom of
spontaneity or, in other words, the capacity to interrupt.
However, in discussing the capacity to begin something new as a capacity of spontaneity, one
may have the impression that an individual is left to one’s own devices in order to forgive. It
may seem as if it is something we must somehow conjure up from ourselves. But is this not
precisely what is implied in the concept of freedom as self-mastery? Is the idea that one must
‘remember’ one’s capacity of spontaneity not similar to the idea that one must somehow find
the strength to cease resenting, which we found in Murphy’s and Hampton’s view?
Moreover, is the conception of forgiveness as the freedom to start something new not very
minimal and limited? Doesn’t forgiveness then also risks becoming very random and also a
bit too easy and free of engagement? Is it even possible to conceive of it as a solid practice or
is it at the mercy of whoever wants to make use of it?
I have mentioned that in Arendt’s view the capacity of spontaneity results from the condition
of natality. Natality refers to the fact that one is born among others as a unique acting and
speaking being. In Arendt’s view, natality, one’s uniqueness, and plurality, one’s distinct
appearance among others, are closely connected. I will further discuss the importance of this
connection for her concept of freedom and the implications for the act of forgiveness in the
following section. Subsequently, it becomes possible to point out that although spontaneous
action is contingent and unprecedented it is not simply afloat. It is guided by common
principles that require joint action.
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2.2. Arendt’s Critique of Inner Freedom

Just as Arendt takes freedom to be fundamentally at odds with necessity, she also takes it to
be at odds with sovereignty and self-mastery. Freedom, she claims, can never be a solitary
experience. It can only be experienced and realized in acting. Since one always acts among
others, acting is never sovereign.466 It is not only impossible to control one’s own acts, but
what we do also only receives its meaning as an action when it is undertaken with and
among others. As a result, the freedom one experiences in acting, even though it rises from
one’s capacity of spontaneity, is always and fundamentally a non-sovereign freedom.
With this concept of non-sovereign freedom, Arendt goes directly against a whole, dominant
philosophical tradition that shaped a concept of inner freedom that appears very self-evident
to us nowadays. Within that common view, freedom is assumed to be precisely what we
experience when we are released from the other, as the one who limits us and hinders us to
do whatever we want. However, Arendt argues, such a kind of freedom is an illusion. Since
plurality, and the frustration of one’s desires and wishes, is a reality of everyday human life,
such sovereign power is impossible. We always depend on the help and initiatives of others.
As a result of this interdependency, freedom is commonly understood as the ability to
withdraw in an inner realm. It refers to the sheer inner experience of feeling unaffected by
whatever happens, to feel free. Due to this conception of freedom as an inner feeling and
experience, it is also commonly related to the ability of self-control, the ability to control
one’s own passions, desires and judgments.
This standard concept of freedom deeply influences the common conception of the
liberation that is at stake in forgiveness. We easily assume that in forgiving another, we are
concerned with the way in which the past weights upon our heart. Due to the burden of the
past we are no longer able to feel free. Consequently, if we no longer want to be the prisoners
of the past, we have to liberate ourselves of this burden and have to forgive. Therefore, it is
assumed that in forgiveness we have to liberate ourselves from undesirable passions and
sentiments. To do this, we have to rely on our inner strength. In enacting control over our
passions and judgments we are no longer burdened by the sentiments of the past and feel
free again. One just has to surf the internet to find all kinds of statements about forgiveness
that refer to this concept of freedom. Only two examples: “Forgiveness is not about letting
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the ‘bad guy’ of the hook; it’s about taking the hook out of your own heart”467 ; “Forgive others,
not because they deserve forgiveness, but because you deserve peace”.468 In the moral
literature on forgiveness it is explicitly stressed that, for it to be a moral act, forgiveness
should not be granted on account of this kind of selfish motives. Instead, moral accounts
assert, one has to rely on moral reasons.469 However, the conception of liberation and
freedom that these moral accounts rely on is exactly the same as in therapeutic self-help
approaches. As I discussed with regard to Murphy’s and Hampton’s accounts, these moral
accounts rely on the idea that one can only gain liberation and freedom if one finds the inner
strength to release oneself of the burden of negative and hostile attitudes and sentiments.
However, Arendt takes this concept of inner freedom to be very problematic. Sovereignty
and self-control, she argues, are only possible in imagination, paid for by the price of
reality.470 In reality, no man can be sovereign, because not one man, but men, in plurality,
inhabit the earth.471 This, however, does not imply that freedom is impossible or selfdefeating:
Actually it is as unrealistic to deny freedom because of the fact of human nonsovereignty as it is dangerous to believe that one can be free – as an individual or as a
group – only if he is sovereign. (…) Under human conditions, which are determined
by the fact that not man but men live on the earth, freedom and sovereignty are so
little identical that they cannot even exist simultaneously. Where men wish to be
sovereign, as individuals or as organized groups, they must submit to the oppression
of the will (…). If men wish to be free, it is precisely sovereignty they must
472

renounce.

Arendt thus explicitly refutes the common idea that interdependency would preclude
freedom. Although the condition of plurality and non-sovereignty indeed exclude sovereign
control over one’s own acts, the situation of interdependency simultaneously creates the
freedom to take a new initiative and to appear as a distinct speaking and acting being. For
Arendt, this is real, political freedom. Arendt does not deny that non-sovereignty may also
467
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cause serious problems for a person’s freedom to act. But she holds that withdrawing in one’s
inner realm of sovereignty and self-control is not the solution. In her view, the practice of
forgiveness precisely shows that it is possible to gain freedom in non-sovereign acting. The
act of forgiveness is exemplary for the ability to experience freedom in interdependency and
non-sovereignty and to solve the obstacles that are posed by non-sovereignty. It entails a
liberation that stems from the shared power to act rather than the inner strength of the will.
In the following two sections I will discuss the crucial distinction between these two concepts
of freedom.

2.2.1 The Inner Commandment of the Will

According to Arendt, the greatest misunderstanding concerning freedom arose since it came
to be understood in philosophical tradition as an inner freedom of the will. This conception
is very influential. Today, our conceptions of freedom are still determined by this conception
of what Arendt calls philosophical freedom. However, Arendt argues that the faculty of the
will only came to be discovered by philosophers due to certain experiences. In Willing, she
discusses these experiences that led to a philosophy of the will and discusses how it became
associated with a problematic concept of freedom.473
According to Arendt, the notion of the will has not always played such a dominant role in
philosophy. Although Aristotles’ analyses of the soul exerted a decisive influence on almost
all philosophies of the will, the notion of a free will was unknown in Greek philosophy.
Nevertheless, Aristotle knew that acting requires deliberate, in advance planning. He
referred to this with the term proairêsis, the choice between alternatives, which was
translated in Latin as liberum arbitrium.474 However, Aristotle’s freedom of choice concerns
merely the means for an end that is taken for granted and not an object of choice.475
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According to Arendt, the notion of a will, a faculty that not merely deliberates about the
means, but freely sets oneself goals, appears only later, in a theological context, namely in
the writings of the Apostle Paul. The Apostle Paul describes his discovery of the will in his
Letter to the Romans.476 Arendt explains how its discovery results from an experience one has
not only with oneself, but also inside oneself.477 It is the experience of being two-in-one,
where these two are in constant struggle with each other.478 Paul describes how the will to
fulfill the law, which he acknowledges to be good, simultaneously activates another will, the
will to sin, to do what he hates.479 Paul describes it in terms of just two laws, the law of the
mind and the law of the body.480 The experience of two contrasting and struggling wills, ‘a
will and a nill’, is described by Augustine, but its basis is to be found in the descriptions of
Paul.481 Evidently, the idea of a struggle between mind and body and the philosophical
prejudices against the body were not new.482 Arendt argues that what was new in Paul’s
aggressive hostility to the body is that it arises out of the very essence of the will. The flesh, in
Paul’s reasoning, becomes the metaphor for an internal resistance and the will grows aware
of itself - as being split and automatically producing its own counter-will - by its effort to
overcome resistance.483
In my view, Arendt’s analysis aims to bring two decisive elements in Paul’s discovery of the
will to the fore. These elements help to explain why the will, as an inner faculty, became
such an important faculty in philosophy and why, despite its imperative character, it was
associated with freedom. First, Arendt discusses the influence of the Gospel, preached by
Paul, which gave rise to a concern with eternal life. The ‘good news’ of Christianity came in
an age where the common experience was one of a declining, perhaps dying world. Whereas
Cicero held that “although men must die, communities are meant to be eternal and perish
only as a consequence of their sins”,484 Christian eschatology clearly preached the opposite:
you have always believed that men die whereas the world is everlasting. Now, you only need
to turn to a faith that proclaims that the world comes to an end but that you yourself will
have everlasting life. 485 Consequently, Arendt argues, “the question of ‘righteousness’,
476
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namely, of being worthy of this eternal life, takes on an altogether new, personal
importance.”486 She points out how in Paul’s preaching of the ‘good news’ the emphasis shifts
entirely from doing to believing, from the outward man living in a world of appearances to
an inwardness “which by definition never unequivocally manifests itself and can be
scrutinized only by a God who also never appears unequivocally.487 Due to its emphasis on
inner belief, the new law of righteousness no longer commands ‘thou shalt do’, but ‘thou
shalt will’. The Thou-shalt of the new law demands and expects a voluntary act of
submission. According to Arendt, it was the experience of an imperative demanding
voluntary submission that led to the discovery of the Will. Precisely its command to will gave
rise to its contrary, I will not, and puts one before the choice between an I-will and an I-willnot, or what Arendt calls with Augustine I-nill.488 Consequently, inherent to the experience of
a will that always also evokes its contrary, was the wondrous fact of a freedom that none of
the ancient peoples had been aware of: 489
[…] that there is a faculty in man by virtue of which, regardless of necessity and
compulsion, he can say ‘Yes’ or ‘No’, agree or disagree with what is factually given,
including his own self and his existence, and that this faculty may determine what he
490

is going to do.

Paul’s descriptions thus gave rise to a conception of freedom as being an inner faculty of the
will.
Second, Arendt points out how Paul’s experience of the will rose out of an experience of
impotence: I-will-but-cannot.491 Paul’s Letter to the Romans deals with the fact that the law of
righteousness cannot be fulfilled. The phenomenon that Paul describes, that “I do not do the
good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do”, Arendt argues, is naturally not new.492
What is new is that the phenomenon is no longer ascribed to the weakness of reason when
confronted with the passionate drive of the desires, but ascribed to a free choice of the will.493
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Consequently, Arendt argues, the impotence of the will stems from its internal struggle.494 In
Paul’s view, the will to fulfill the law automatically activates another will, the will to sin, and
is thus inevitable countered by a counter-will, an I-nill. This also implies that even if the law
is obeyed and fulfilled, there remains this inner resistance. The fight between the I-will and
the I-nill therefore tends to be endless.495 The endless struggle results from the reflexivity of
the will. In its natural inclination toward freedom - that is “the natural revulsion of free men
toward being at someone’s bidding” - the will always addresses itself to itself:496
[W]hen the command says, Thou Shalt, the will replies, Thou shalt will as the
command says – and not mindlessly execute orders. That is the moment when the
internal contest begins, for the aroused counter-will has a like power of command.

497

Arendt therefore concludes that the will is impotent, not because it is hindered by something
outside, but because the will hinders itself.498 The will’s freedom thus in fact turns out to be
paradoxical and self-contradictory. Freedom requires power, the power to do what one has
resolved to do, but in Paul’s conception it is precisely its restless struggle for power that
makes the will impotent. The will that is split and always automatically produces its own
counter-will is therefore in need of healing - of becoming whole again.499
I have discussed that such an inner struggle is also present in Murphy’s account of
forgiveness. He explicitly refers to it as an insolvable tension and claims that philosophy is
unable to solve or release this tension. In Christian and philosophical literature forgiveness
is also often referred to as an enduring process, something of which one can never be sure to
have truly attained it.
According to Arendt, the struggle can only come to an end in action. Without action, the will
is helpless:500
The will’s worrying disquiet can be stilled only by the I-can-and-I-do, that is, by a
501

cessation of its own activity and release of the mind from its dominance.
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Arendt explains that, despite its reflexivity, the will always relates to the world of
appearances in which its project is to be realized. As a mental activity, every volition looks
forward to its own end, when willing-something will have changed into doing-it. The will
always wills to do something. No willing is ever done for its own sake, Arendt claims, or finds
its fulfillment in the act itself. The impatience, disquiet, and worry of the will results from the
fact that the will’s project presupposes an I-can that is by no means guaranteed:502
[…] [T]he willing ego […] deals with things which are in our power but whose
accomplishment is by no means certain. The resulting tension […] causes a kind of
disquiet in the soul […], a mixture of fear and hope that becomes unbearable when it
is discovered that, in Augustine’s formula, to will and to be able to perform, velle and
posse, are not the same. The tension can be overcome only by doing, that is by giving
up the mental activity altogether […].

503

However, Arendt argues that precisely this - the fact that the free will is oriented at a future
that is uncertain and indeterminate - has always bothered philosophers. To them, the
uncertainty and contingency of the future seems to be an obstacle to their freedom. But in
fact, it is the serenity of the thinking ego – “the enjoyment of an activity that never has to
overcome the resistance of matter”504 - that is disturbed. The will’s tenseness ruins the mind’s
tranquility, which is precisely what philosophers insist on.505 Uncomfortable as philosophers
are with the will’s restlessness, caused by the uncertainty of the future at which the will is
oriented they have often tried, highly contradictory as it is, to reconcile the will’s freedom
with the necessity of what is. 506 Therefore Arendt asks whether perhaps “professional
thinkers, basing their speculations on the experience of the thinking ego, were less ‘pleased’
with freedom than with necessity?”507 Her historical analysis points out that Duns Scotus was

501

Ibid., 37.
Ibid., 36-37.
503
Ibid., 37-38.
504
Ibid., 38.
505
Ibid. The claim that ‘all serious philosophers’ insist on a tranquility of mind is made by Leibniz and
referred to by Arendt. Arendt’s own conception of thinking differs. She takes it to be an activity, consisting of
an inner dialogue. See Arendt, “Thinking,” 185.
506
Arendt, “Willing,” 24-27, 45, 42.
507
Ibid., 33.
502

166

the only philosopher of the will that was ready to pay the price of contingency for the gift of
freedom.508 Therefore Arendt concludes:
No doubt the philosophers have been more ‘pleased’ with necessity than with
freedom because for their business they needed […] a peace of mind, which […] could
be effectively guaranteed only by an acquiescence in the arrangement of the
world.

509

The peace of mind of the philosopher is thus better served with necessity than with the
contingency of the future, at which the will is oriented. A contingency, that results, as I have
discussed, from the fundamental requirement of freedom, namely that everything that has
been done could also have remained undone.510 The future and its contingency depends on
human beings who have the capacity to begin something new, in an unpredictable and
unexpected manner, without being able to master the consequences of what one does.
Contingency and non-sovereignty are thus interrelated characteristics of freedom.
However, one may question whether Arendt is not too hasty in condemning the peace of
mind of the philosopher? Is one’s inner realm of free thinking not a ‘good’ to be cherished in
order to be able to act and judge in a world that is unpredictable and contingent? Is this inner
domain not a stable basis to rely on to make authentic choices and deliberate decisions, not
merely about our own lives, but also about these of others? Arendt affirms that we need the
possibility to withdraw in solitude in order to think, to involve in what she calls a dialogue
with oneself and to constitute a conscience, but she takes it to be a misunderstanding to
conceive of this inner activity as constitutive for one’s freedom. In her view, freedom can
only be experienced when one stops thinking and starts to act.
Unfortunately, Arendt claims, philosophers didn’t seem to be prepared to accept the
consequences of the will’s struggle and impotence. They didn’t seek freedom and power
where it could be found, namely in action. On the contrary, they have often tried to take
refuge with the promises of an omnipotence of an inner freedom of the will. Arendt explains
how in Roman Antiquity the will came to be perceived as something that could be practiced.
This way, the will does not only practice its own strength, but it also learned to be indifferent
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for the disturbing influence of the world and one’s own body. Arendt takes Epictetus to be
paradigmatic for this conception of freedom as an inner, sovereign power of the will.
According to Arendt, exercising the will goes hand in hand with a cultivation of an inward
space, in which men may escape from external coercion and feel free. In Roman antiquity
the idea that freedom required an inward space resulted from an actual retreat from a world
where real tangible freedom was denied.511 The estrangement from the world led to a
withdrawal into an inward space to which no other has access and where the self is sheltered
against the world. In this inward space worldly experiences of freedom were transformed
into experiences with one’s own self.512 Arendt takes the Stoa and more specifically Epictetus’
discussion of freedom to be representative for this conception of ultimate freedom as inner
freedom. She points out that, in Epictetus’ view, freedom means living as one wishes.
Therefore, man needs to limit himself to what is in his power - he should not reach into a
realm where he can be hindered. Epictetus describes the “science of living”513 as founded on
making the right distinction between the alien world over which man has no power and the
self of which he may dispose as he sees fit.514 Arendt holds that whereas Paul believes that the
will is impotent and needs the grace of God to do what one wills to do, Epictetus declares
that the will is almighty.515 This omnipotence it reaches with the help of reason, rather than
God.516 According to Epictetus, reason discovers that it is the fear of pain rather than pain that
makes you miserable, the fear of death rather than death. And while men cannot escape pain
or death, Epictetus believes they can argue themselves out of the fear within themselves by
eliminating the impressions fearful things have imprinted on their minds.517 What is crucial is
that it is believed that those impressions rely on one’s consent. Reality itself is believed to
depend on one’s consent to recognize it as such. Consequently, all you need to feel free is
ataraxia or invulnerability.518 Arendt claims that it is in the ability of consent that Epictetus
discovers the freedom and omnipotence of the will:519
Epictetus’ discovery was that the mind, because it could retain outward ‘impressions’
[…], was able to deal with all ‘outside things as mere ‘data of consciousness’ […]. […]
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Once the mind has withdrawn from outside things into the inwardness of its own
impressions, it discovers that in one respect it is entirely independent of all outside
influences: ‘Can anyone prevent you from agreeing to what is true? No one. Can
anyone compel you to accept the false? No one. Do you see that in this sphere your
faculty is free from let and hindrance and constraint and compulsion?

520

In Epictetus’ view, consent solves the problem of the impotence of Paul’s struggling will. To
exert the will’s power, one does not just need to be indifferent to everything that is not within
one’s power, but it demands that man actively wills what happens anyhow.521 In order to live
well, it is not enough just to refrain from asking that events happen as you will. You must let
it be your will that they happen as they do:522
It is only when will power has reached this climactic point, where it can will what is
and thus never be ‘at odds with outward things’, that it can be said to be omnipotent.
Underlying all the arguments for such omnipotence is the matter-of-course
assumption that reality for me gets its realness from my consent; and underlying that
assumption, guaranteeing its practical effectiveness, is the simple fact that I can
commit suicide when I truly find life unbearable.

523

The reliance on the idea that the door of suicide is always open and the belief that this
demonstrates the ultimate freedom of the will, could not contrast more with Arendt’s
emphasis on love of the world and spontaneous acting as a re-affirmation of the condition of
natality. In Epictetus’ arguments in favor of inner freedom, we also observe the roots of what
Arendt calls the merging of freedom with sovereignty:
The power of the will rests on its sovereign decision to concern itself only with things
within man’s power, and these reside exclusively in human inwardness. Hence, the
will’s first decision is not-to-will what it cannot get and to cease nilling what it cannot
avoid – in short, not to concern itself with anything over which it has no power. […]
[S]ince man, […] is entirely powerless in the real world, he has been given the
miraculous faculties of reason and will that permit him to reproduce the outside –
complete but deprived of its reality – inside his mind, where he is undisputed lord
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and master. There he rules over himself and over the objects of his concern, for the
will can be hindered only by itself. Everything that seems to be real, the world of
appearances, actually needs my consent in order to be real for me. And this consent
cannot be forced on me: if I withhold it, then the reality of the world disappears as
though it were a mere apparition.

524

I discussed that in Hampton’s account the liberation of forgiveness results from the ability to
alter one’s judgments about the offender by focusing on an inviolable moral core. In the
literature on forgiveness, this focus on the moral core is often supposed to be only successful
when accompanied by an effort to sincerely will the best for the wrongdoer.525 This emphasis
on changing one’s judgments about the offender and to align one’s will with it is very similar
to Arendt’s description of the Stoic concept of freedom. In conceiving of the wrongdoer in
such a way that there is nothing else one can do but agreeing with what he ‘really’ is, one also
transforms reality in order to lessen the effect of being hurt on oneself. One makes oneself
invulnerable for the factual wrongdoer and the threat he poses. One thus relies on a
conception of freedom in which one aims to master one’s passions by mastering one’s
perception of reality.
Arendt strongly opposes to this conception of freedom, which became very dominant after
the nineteenth century. This concept of individual and inner freedom gave rise to the idea
that freedom begins where politics and acting with others ends and thus to the liberal credo
“the less politics the more freedom”.526 But Arendt argues that overcoming this condition of
plurality in sovereignty would not just entail the sovereign domination of one’s self but
rather the arbitrary domination of all others. Or, as in Stoicism, it would imply the exchange
of the real world for an imaginary one where these others would simply not exist.527 It also
brings along mistrust in the ability to act, to actually change the world and to take
responsibility for it. But freedom in its political sense, Arendt holds, stems from neither
ruling oneself nor others. Freedom does not result from governing but from acting and
requires the presence of others. The non-sovereign condition of plurality and freedom are
thus precisely mutually constitutive.
524
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The prevailing conception of freedom as inner freedom of the will also distorts the
conception of liberation in forgiveness. As an act, forgiveness responds to another act, as
having irreversible destroying or painful consequences. It responds to what has taken place
in the world rather than to a wrongdoer’s true nature. It is an occurrence that, however we
would like it, and, although it could have been different from what it is, we cannot alter.
Forgiveness thus not merely responds to the irreversibility of what happened, but also
responds to its contingency. Nonetheless, we have to find a way to continue with – rather
than in spite of - what happened and find a way to remove it as an obstacle for future acting
and relations.

2.2.2. Non-Sovereign Freedom and The Political Power of Joint Acting

Arendt does not only points out that inner freedom is based on an illusion of sovereignty, she
also argues that it would be impossible to have these conceptions of inner freedom if we had
not been acquainted already with freedom in a totally different sense. One would not be able
to conceive of an inner freedom of the will, if one had not primarily experienced freedom as
the possibility to be among peers, which implies the possibility to move freely. Arendt argues
that any belief in inner freedom, which she takes to be a misconception, is derived from the
worldly experience of freedom in interacting with others:
[M]an would know nothing of inner freedom if he had not first experienced a
condition of being free as a worldly tangible reality. We first become aware of
freedom or its opposite in our intercourse with others, not in the intercourse with
ourselves.

528

According to her, originally, man’s freedom was first experienced in the mere possibility of
free movement:
Before it became an attribute of thought or a quality of the will, freedom was
understood to be the free man’s status, which enabled him to move, to get away from
home, to go out in the world and meet other people in deed and word.
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Or else:
Freedom of movement, the power of moving about unchecked by disease or master,
was originally the most elementary of all liberties, their very prerequisite.

530

This freedom clearly requires liberation. One needs to be liberated from the necessities of
life. But the status of freedom does not follow from mere liberation. According to Arendt, in
addition to mere liberation, freedom needs the company of other men in a public realm.531
She therefore argues that the political realm is the field where freedom has always been
known, not as a problem, but as a fact of everyday life.532 The power that is implied is the
power of the I-can. Arendt reveals that the power of the will is merely a matter of strength
and not of freedom:
The power to command, to dictate action, is not a matter of freedom but a question
of strength or weakness.

533

Freedom depends on the power to do rather than to will something. Arendt agrees with
Montesquieu that an agent can no longer be called free when he lacks the capacity to do what
he wants to do, regardless of whether this was due to exterior or interior circumstances.534 But
the freedom that is experienced in the I-can is always a limited freedom. Since men can only
achieve something in the world if they act with others, the power of the I-can can only arise
where men live together in a (political) community. These communities are produced and
preserved by laws, all of which in one way or another constrain the free will of its members.
It is within this limitation that some space of freedom opens up for action and that the
constituted body of members is set in motion.535 The community, in which a ‘We’ is always
engaged in changing our common world, and not in interpreting it through action, relies on
some kind of consent536 . But this consent clearly differs from the kind of consent Epictetus
insists on:
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[In a community,] [c]onsent entails the recognition that no man can act alone, that
men if they wish to achieve something in the world must act in concert, which would
be a platitude if there were not always some members of the community determined
to disregard it and who in arrogance or in despair try to act alone. […] [W]hat they
have in common and what sets them apart from the rest of the community is that
they put their trust in the use of the instruments of violence as a substitute for
537

power.”

Violence is only a means to exercise force. But force and strength crucially differ from power.
For Arendt, power can only stem from the ability to act in concert. In the sphere of human
plurality, power and freedom are synonymous.538 It is the possibility to act among and with
others, rather than the strength of one’s will that is exercised in isolation, that brings into
being real tangible political power and freedom.
Arendt clearly distinguishes this view on power from the prevailing account of political
power as resulting from ruling. The hallmark of a concept of rule is the belief that men can
only lawfully and politically live together when some are entitled to command and the
others forced to obey.539 The concept of rule originates from the household and family realm,
but has played its most decisive part in the organization of public matters. Therefore, for us it
is invariably connected to politics.540 Arendt situates the origins of the political concept of
power as ruling in Plato’s account of the state. Plato first derived the principle of domination
from the master-slave relationship in a well-ordered household and then introduced it into
the intercourse of man with himself. Furthermore, he assumed that the supreme criterion for
ruling others is the capacity to rule oneself. He believes that the philosopher-king needs to
command the city just like the soul commands the body and reason commands the
passions.541 Arendt argues that the popularity of the concept of ruling arises out of the
frustrations about action and its character of unpredictability, irreversibility and anonymity
of its beginner. She claims that those characteristics always have given rise to a temptation to
find a substitute for action in the hope to escape “the haphazardness and moral
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irresponsibility inherent in a plurality of agents”.542 The most obvious attempt to do away
with plurality she finds in the one-man-rule in its many varieties, from “outright tyranny of
one against all to benevolent despotism and to those forms of democracy in which the many
form a collective body so that the people ‘is many in one’ and constitute themselves as a
‘monarch’”.543 These varieties all have in common that citizens are banished from the public
realm and should mind their private business while only the ruler attends to public affairs.544
Plato’s model of ruling was aimed at making sure that someone who begins, who takes
initiative, remains the complete master of what he had begun and is no longer in need of the
help of others:545
[T]his isolated mastership can be achieved only if the others are no longer needed to
join the enterprise of their own accord, with their own motives and aims, but are
used to execute orders, and if, on the other hand, the beginner who took the initiative
does not permit himself to get involved in the action itself. […] [T]he beginner has
become a ruler […] who ‘does not have to act at all […], but rules […] over those who
are capable of execution’. Under these circumstances, the essence of politics is ‘to
know how to begin and to rule […]’; action as such is entirely eliminated and has
become the mere ‘execution of orders’.
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Arendt explains that the concept of rulership implies a completely different interpretation of
power. The original interdependence of action - the dependence of the beginner upon others
for help and the dependence of his followers upon his initiative - disappears. It is split into
two, altogether different functions: the function of giving commands on the one hand and
the function of executing them on the other. The ruler is alone, isolated from and protected
against others by his force. He claims for himself what is actually the achievement of many.
He monopolizes the strength of those without whose help he would never be able to achieve
anything.547 As a result, “the delusion of extraordinary strength arises and with it the fallacy
of the strong man who is powerful because he is alone.”548
With this division between rulers and obeyers Plato introduced the division between “those
who know and do not act and those who act and do not know”.549 It also gave rise to the idea
that only the beginner is entitled to rule. The identity of beginning and ruling resulted in the
understanding of all beginning as legitimation for rulership until finally the element of
beginning disappeared altogether from the concept of rulership. This way, Arendt claims,
the most elementary and authentic understanding of human freedom - the freedom of
spontaneity that rises from natality - disappeared from political philosophy.550
In contrast to the concept of rulership, Arendt points out that political power depends on
spontaneous joint action. Since power arises out of acting with others, it does not only exist
as long as acting people stay together but also as long as action lasts. Its power cannot be
stored and kept up in reserve like the instruments of violence can be. Unlike the mind’s will
power, which merely entails a relation between me and myself, the political freedom and
power that stem from plurality and spontaneity are always limited:551
Power is always, as we would say, a power potential and not an unchangeable,
measurable, and reliable entity like force or strength. While strength is the natural
quality of an individual seen in isolation, power springs up between men when they
act together and vanishes the moment they disperse.
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The power of joint action exists only in its actualization. Where power is not actualized
through action, which sets up relationships, it passes away:553
Power is actualized only where word and deed have not parted company, where
words are not empty and deeds not brutal, where words are not used to veil
intentions but to disclose realities, and deeds are not used to violate and destroy but
554

to establish relations and create new realities.

Because the freedom of acting (which Arendt calls political freedom) clearly is a quality of
the I-can rather than the I-will, it clearly differs from philosophical freedom. It can only
manifest itself in communities, where “the many who live together have their intercourse
both in word and in deed regulated by a great number of rapports”.555 Rapports or laws are
man-made and regulate men’s relations. Political freedom, Arendt concludes, is thus only
possible in the sphere of human plurality.556 Human plurality, the faceless ‘They’, is divided
into many units. And according to Arendt, it is only as a member of such a unit, that is, of a
community, that men are able to act and that action receives its power and its freedom.557 For
Arendt, action does not only imply taking initiative, but also carrying out and completing
with the help of others.558
Arendt’s conception of power as the ability of action to establish new relationships and
realities is crucial for understanding forgiveness as an ultimate human power. Arendt takes
the historical figure of Jesus of Nazareth to be ‘the discoverer’ of the role of forgiveness
regarding human affairs.559 To point this out, she focuses on those aspects of his teachings
that “are not primarily related to the Christian religious message but sprang from
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experiences in the small and closely knit community of his followers”.560 She takes it to be
decisive that Jesus maintains against the scribes and Pharisees that it is not true that only
God has the power to forgive. According to him the human power to forgive also does not
derive from God. Jesus holds that the power to forgive must be mobilized by men toward
each other before they can hope to be forgiven by God as well.561 For Arendt, Jesus was the
first to recognize the power of forgiveness as an ultimate human power. Nevertheless, Arendt
also emphasizes that political power only arises in a political community that is regulated by
laws. Therefore, it also becomes clear that forgiveness, as an act of interdependent power,
can only exist in a community that is held together by the law. In order to be able to forgive
there must be an agreement on what is everyone’s due. Nevertheless, Arendt stresses that
laws and rapports are man-made and thus also rely on the capacity of spontaneous and joint
acting. This also implies that law and justice should not lose its connection with human
action, which is where they result from. They should be enacted and executed in view of the
human relationships they are supposed to regulate and uphold. Forgiveness may thus also
be a constitutive part of the way in which laws and rapports regulate relations. To
understand how a joint commitment to the law and the spontaneity exemplified in
forgiveness may co-exist, it is important to discuss Arendt’s account of principles of action.

2.2.3. Inspiring Principles

Thus far, I have discussed Arendt’s view on forgiveness as stemming from spontaneity. I
have also revealed that, according to Arendt, real political freedom only arises from the
acknowledgement of non-sovereignty. It can only be realized in joint acting. Nevertheless, as
I pointed out earlier, the conception of forgiveness as a spontaneous act seems to imply that
in order to forgive one has to rely on oneself and one’s own capacities. How can this view on
spontaneity be reconciled with Arendt’s rejection of the will as a source of freedom and the
liberation of forgiveness? To clarify this, it is important to note that, although Arendt to some
extent identifies the capacity of spontaneity with the operation of a free will as well, her
conception and conclusions regarding that capacity importantly differ from the common
philosophical conceptions and conclusions about the will. In contrast to the faculty of the
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will, the capacity of spontaneity is not self-reflexive. While the philosophers of the will put
emphasis on how the will activates another counter-will and is related to itself, Arendt holds
that the omnipresent capacity of spontaneity somehow needs to be activated by acting and
speaking with others. It is thus activated from the outside by acting and speaking others
rather than an inner self-reflexive activity.
I also referred to Arendt’s claim that, in order to understand its freedom and originality, we
should resist the tendency to perceive of an action as merely being part of a time-continuum
and as necessarily caused by what came before. We should also not reduce it to its motives
and goals. Although motives and goals are never absent in an act, in understanding the
capacity to begin as a free capacity, it is precisely necessary to focus on what transcends
them. But in what respect can an action transcend mere motivation and goal? How is that
possible? Moreover, how is it to be reconciled with the notion of freedom as resulting from
joint action? Does joint action not necessarily requires a shared motivation and goal? Above,
I asked whether the reliance on action’s capacity to start anew, to make a new beginning, as
arising from spontaneity does not turn forgiveness into an arbitrary activity, afloat, without
any direction. Does this not precisely preclude the possibility of joint and powerful action?
To address these issues it is necessary to discuss Arendt’s notion of principles of action. This
notion illuminates that, although free actions are not merely determined by its motive and
goal, they are not unguided or arbitrary. It also helps to further unpack Arendt’s view on
spontaneity. Although she perceives of the capacity of spontaneity as a capacity to make a
free beginning, it does not imply that one is merely left on one’s own devices. The capacity to
act is activated from the outside, by acting and speaking with others. I will now discuss this in
more detail.
In a community, actions are inspired by principles, Arendt claims. This insight she gains
from Montesquieu, but develops it in her own manner. According to Montesquieu,
principles vary in accordance with the different forms of community, such as virtue in
republics, honor and glory in monarchies, moderation in aristocracies, fear and suspicion in
tyrannies.562 A community does not merely move and act according to its inspiring principle,
it also serves as a standard for judging the community’s deeds and misdeeds.563 But Arendt
holds that Montesquieu’s traditional distinction between types of government is inadequate
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for the rich diversity of human beings living together on the earth.564 There exist many more
ways of community than his classification of governmental types suggest. Moreover, for
Arendt, a community isn’t necessarily guided by one uniting principle, but can be inspired
by several principles at the same time.565
It is crucial to clarify how, in Arendt’s view, the notion of a principle differs from a
motivation or incentive to act. They inspire, Arendt holds, ‘from without’.566 Principles enable
people to orient their actions and to act together, although opinions may differ about what
actions best correspond to a certain principle. Neither do they originate from an individual’s
personal and concrete needs and concerns. Rather they arise from the community’s most
central ideas. They originate from and revive in a community of actors. This also means that
they are always somehow preserved and sustained by a community’s institutions and can be
revived by a new initiative at any time.567 Nevertheless, Arendt holds that they only come into
being through action. Principles depend on a community’s possibility to realize them in
word and deed. Only in the performing act itself principles become fully manifest, Arendt
claims. They come about and are manifest as long as the action lasts, but no longer.568
A principle also crucially differs from an aim or a goal. Principles do not prescribe particular
goals, since they are much too general. 569 They are, what Arendt calls with Jefferson,
“energetic principles”.570 They are neither fixed rules nor laws. They may evolve and reform
over time and inspire and orient instead of prescribe. Nevertheless, once the act has started
every particular aim can be judged in the light of its principle.571
The notion of a principle helps to explain how free actions can be oriented at something that
transcends a mere concrete aim and motivation, without being surrendered to mere
arbitrariness:
What saves the act of beginning from its own arbitrariness is that it carries its own
principle within itself, or, to be more precise, that beginning and principle, principium
564
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and principle, are not related to each other, but are coeval. The absolute from which
the beginning is to derive its own validity and which must save it, as it were, from its
inherent arbitrariness, is the principle which, together with it, makes its appearance
572

in the world.

But for Arendt, beginning and principle are thus also coeval. The free act of beginning itself
founds its own principle, which furthermore inspires the deeds that are to follow.573 The
description of beginnings being coeval with their principles is somewhat mysterious. How
does that work? How can a beginning act found its own principle? With this, Arendt claims
to have found a solution for the “otherwise unsolvable problem of an absolute beginning in
the realm of human affairs which is relative by definition”,574 which we discussed in the
previous section on action’s spontaneity. But how does this solution works? Arendt’s line of
reasoning seems to be the following: as soon as one starts to act, one inevitably and
involuntary reveals the spirit in which one acts. Those who observe the deed can recognize
its spirit and be inspired by it. By doing so, they may continue and carry through the deed in
their own acting. Consequently, in making a free beginning, one founds a principle by
revealing the spirit in which the act is undertaken. The spirit of an act is evidently dependent
on the uniqueness of a human being that came in the world with a distinct way of acting and
speaking and thus depends on his spontaneity. But with his appearance in the world through
acting and speaking he may give shape to a principle that had already been latently present
in the community and whose distinct revival is recognized by others.
Principles are thus able to guide and judge action without depriving it of its freedom. They
merely inspire or reflect its initial inspiration. They do not prescribe action but grasp the
spirit in which an act is (to be) undertaken. Consequently, it is possible to act in accordance
with a principle, but in a very distinct and original way. A principle activates and animates to
act and speak, to take initiative in an unexpected way, rather than laying down what is
required. Principles activate one’s omnipresent capacity of spontaneity.
Within this view, it is also possible to see how the rule of law and forgiveness may coincide.
Although laws have to be executed correctly, judges should not forget that they are always
acting beings as well. In making decisions on particular situations they also bring to life
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certain shared principles. Some of these principles may require acts that are rather forgiving
than retributive in character.

2.3. Forgiveness as an Inner Paradox: Arendt’s Way Out

In the previous chapter I have highlighted that the accounts of Murphy and Hampton are
paradigmatic for the prevailing contemporary view on the liberation forgiveness implies.
Within this view, the liberation of forgiveness is supposed to stem from a psychological
process of transformation in which justified retributive emotions are replaced by more
positive emotions or judgments. However, in discussing Arendt’s account in more detail, it
has become clear that her view shifts the focus from this individual psychological process of
reassessment and self-control to the power of forgiveness as a releasing interpersonal, free
act. Spontaneous and non-sovereign, joint acting itself has the power to interrupt a course of
events and has no need for special psychological and moral motivations. Moreover, the
notion of a principle enables us to see how one can understand the direction of a free act
without tying it to the logic of motivations and incentives as well as to the logic of
justification.
In Arendt’s view, the capacity for free acting in response to what happens to us in an
unpredictable and peculiarly undetermined and revealing way is what makes an action
virtuous. Rather than in its moral sense of being in accordance with moral prescriptions or in
its sense of moral excellence of one’s character, the virtuosity of action is to be understood in
line with the Machiavellian concept of virtù. For Arendt, this implies the virtuosity with
which men accept the chances that are offered to them by fortune.575 It should be understood
as the response of men to the way in which the world presents itself to them through the
constellation of fortune. It implies a harmony between world and men in which they interact
with each other.576 Acting in the world could thus be compared to the virtuosity with which
one plays a violin. Even though a violinist is still in possession of his musical capacity or
talent when he is not playing, his virtuosity can only become manifest in the playing itself.
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Similarly, the freedom of spontaneity only appears in acting with others.577 Only in actively
acting and speaking within a community, inspired by and inspiring its principles, human
freedom and power comes into being. It is only thanks to joint acting that they are able to
uphold human relationships and a human world in which they are able to live ‘as they wish’.
The importance of the condition of plurality in Arendt’s account of forgiveness becomes
even more prominent in view of her assumption of the ‘darkness of the human heart’, an
assumption about the human condition in which she follows Kant.578 Arendt believes that,
however much as we try, we are never able to really know what the motives and intentions of
others are. Even more, she believes it is impossible to fully come to know our own intentions,
motives and goals. However, for Arendt the darkness of the human heart is not a reason for
being cautious about hating or resenting someone, as in Murphy’s view. Rather, it entails for
Arendt the stronger claim that if we aim to find reasons for forgiving another by
understanding his intentions and motivations, our quest becomes endless. We will never
become fully familiar with the intentions of the person who wronged us. We will also never
know whether his testimony of them is true - even when the effort is sincere. Furthermore,
we will never know whether our own intentions for forgiveness are entirely pure and
whether we really have overcome the emotions that are aroused by the wrongdoing.
Scrutinizing one’s own motives and attitudes thus tends to be just as endless. In Arendt’s
view, rather than being discovered by scrutinizing familiar motives, who one truly is can only
be revealed and experienced in action. Since it is only as acting persons that we reveal our
distinctness. It is a distinctness and uniqueness that only fully appears for others. Only
others perceive who we are through our words and deeds.
As a result of the common but unjustified intuition that forgiveness is something you have to
feel and therefore have to agree on wholeheartedly, rather than something you do,
contemporary accounts that aim to provide a way out of Murphy’s internalistic conception of
forgiveness have not been taken as seriously as they should have been. Moreover, it is
precisely because of this internalistic view that any conception of forgiveness always remains
entangled in a paradox of justification on the one hand and liberation on the other. Here, I
aim to offer a way out of this paradox based on Arendt’s account. I do this without
completely denying the reality of the paradox; I do not aim to deny that there is not such a
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thing as a tension between what is morally justified and morally required or valuable.
However, rather than solving the moral paradox as an inner conflict of reasons, Arendt’s
account provides a fruitful new framework to conceive of the liberation of forgiveness.
Because, in conceiving of forgiveness as an acting response detached from certain motives
and reasons, it no longer turns out to be as contradictory or impossible as is often assumed.
To act and re-act in a spontaneous and non-vengeful way is in no way at odds with the
judgment or uttered claim that the act was wrong.
This way, Arendt’s account is more substantial than performative accounts of forgiveness,
which focus on the illocutionary act of forgiveness. She does not reduce the act of forgiveness
to a mere speech-act, whose illocutionary operation one describes in a rather formal manner.
Her notion of the liberation of forgiveness as resulting from spontaneity and non-sovereignty
provides a concrete, alternative and substantial view on the intersubjective role of
forgiveness and its connection to human existence.
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3. The Transformative Power of Forgiveness

In this chapter I will point out that Arendt’s alternative conception of the liberation that is
implied in forgiveness enables to bring to the fore the transformative power of forgiveness. It
makes clear that, rather than depending on a transformation of emotions, judgments and
attitudes, forgiveness precisely brings about a transformation. Forgiveness, as arising from
both the capacity to start anew and the possibility to engage in non-sovereign action, does
not require a transformation or a moral-psychological process; it is the transformation.
To develop this position, I will firstly argue that forgiving, in its Arendtian sense, instead of
relying on a pre-existing moral distinction between an agent’s pure moral nature and his
acts, it enacts a distinction that liberates the other’s capacity to act anew. In discussing
forgiveness as the capacity to distinguish an agent from his acts in a ‘man-made’ or artificial
way, I will bring to the fore the distinctive liberating and transformative power of the act of
forgiveness. Secondly, I will discuss how, in Arendt’s view, the interdependent human act of
forgiveness establishes new realities and relations. In doing so, I argue that forgiveness,
rather than aiming at restoration, is a transformative practice. Finally, I articulate why
Arendt holds that forgiveness is the alternative of punishment rather than its opposite. I will
argue that punishment, just as forgiveness, has the ability to interrupt a course of events and
to set an agent free again. This, however, is not sufficiently recognized in our contemporary
system of detention.

3.1. The Distinction between Act and Agent

In the first chapter I have discussed Hampton’s view on forgiveness and the liberation it
implies. I have asserted that she takes forgiveness to be addressed to one’s pure moral core.
In order to include the offender in one’s moral universe one has to entertain a more positive
view on him. He has to be seen in a more favorable light. Hampton therefore also assumes
that the task of forgiveness is to cleanse a wrongdoer from a moral stain.
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Hampton’s view is paradigmatic for both the moral-psychological tradition and the tradition
that relies on a fundamental love of one’s neighbor. Both assume that forgiveness, and the
moral restoration it is supposed to imply, is not only brought about but also justified by
referring to a pure moral essence in the wrongdoer that remains unaffected by the
wrongdoing. These traditions assume that the moral agent and his inextricable moral dignity
is independent of the moral character of his deeds and thus remains unblemished.
Dependent on whether it concerns a conditional or unconditional account of forgiveness –
with their differing views on moral self-respect and moral dignity – the wrongdoer is also
expected or not expected to testify of his inner, decent moral core, for instance by an act of
repentance. The shared presupposition that there is an essential distinction between one’s
inner essence as a moral agent and one’s acts, is often referred to as a distinction between sin
and sinner.579
However, when one forgives in view of an inviolable goodness of which a wrongdoer testifies
despite the evil he committed, the damage that has been done risks to be no longer the
subject of forgiveness. One is forgiven for what one is despite the wrongdoing rather than
because of what one caused. Or to put it in Derrida’s words, one refrains from forgiving the
guilty as guilty.580
However, if one conceives of the distinction between act and agent from an Arendtian
perspective, a completely different interpretation of the distinction comes to the fore. In
Arendt’s view, who one truly is can only be revealed in action. It is only as acting persons that
we reveal our distinctness. It is a distinctness and uniqueness that also only appears for
others. Only others perceive who we are through our words and deeds. Therefore, it is also
only in view of this close interconnection between who one is and what one did that we may
come to understand how, in Arendt’s account, a person is released from the consequences of
his act. Arendt holds that we need to forgive what a person did, for the sake of the person.581
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By doing so, she seems to refer to the same distinction between the act and the agent I have
highlighted in both Hampton’s and Murphy’s accounts. It relies on St Augustine’s statement
that one should hate the sin, while loving the sinner.582 As in Hampton’s account, in most
literature on forgiveness this distinction is taken to imply that while one’s actions may be
bad, the real person is not. This assumption represents a typical Christian perspective, which
holds that men’s sins have dispelled them from the earthly paradise, whereas their souls
always remain God’s children and are deeply loved by Him. The perspective implies that
essentially everyone is good, but they constantly fail to act according to that goodness.
Arendt’s conception of forgiving a sin for the sake of the sinner, or the person who
committed the (wrongful) act, diverges from this standard view in some important respects.
The interpretation of a pre-existing separation between a person’s good nature and his acts
contradicts Arendt’s basic assumption about the close connection between who one is and
one’s acts, namely that only action—what someone says and does—can reveal someone as a
human person. In my view, her formulation of forgiveness for the sake of the person thus
means the opposite of what is implied in Hampton’s account. It is precisely because it is
impossible to separate a person from his actions and due to the fact that every act always
relates to other acts of other agents that both sufferer and doer risk to remain bound by the
wrongful act forever. Therefore, one needs to forgive the act and all its consequences, and
release both doer and sufferer of them. The act of forgiveness thus makes an artificial
distinction between act and agent that did not exist before. It is precisely the powerful
human capacity of forgiveness that distinguishes someone from their acts and its
consequences, even though one can never really be dissociated from what one did and
suffered. This is what makes forgiveness such a powerful releasing act. In many accounts
someone is forgiven in view of the fact that all humans are fallible and that they have
shortcomings just like everyone else. Therefore, in these accounts, rather than being forgiven
for the sake of ‘who’ he is, i.e., a free acting and speaking person, he is forgiven, for ‘what’ he
is, i.e, a human being with certain character traits, failures and qualities. Hence, in these
accounts, one’s freedom as an acting being remains out of view. Here, forgiveness turns out
to be merely about clearing one’s soul and finding personal moral relief, healing and
satisfaction. In contrast, Arendt’s view opens up an entirely different perspective on the
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meaning of forgiveness and its relief. In her view, setting an agent free is, rather than
salvation from sin or from a moral stain by reference to a pure moral rational core, aimed at
the liberation of one’s contingent spontaneity. For Arendt, forgiveness entails the important
assumption that someone acted as a free agent, that, as Nicholas de Warren puts it, “a
wrongdoer could have done otherwise, and might have thought otherwise”. 583 This
contingency, namely the possibility that one could have acted otherwise than one did, is the
very essence of freedom. It constitutes a difference in oneself. One’s contingent spontaneity
entails the possibility to differ from oneself and to relate to oneself. This kind of freedom
refers to one’s responsibility as an actor instead of to one’s inviolable inner goodness. This
view will be of great importance for elaborating an alternative conception of remorse in the
last chapter. It is also crucial to stress - as I have done in the first part of this thesis - that this
freedom and the responsibility that comes with it goes beyond the classic distinction
between intentional and unintentional acts and the related concept of accountability. It is
not because a certain outcome is unintended that one ceases to be a free agent that could
have done otherwise than one did. The juridical classification of an act as unintentional
wrongdoing does not destroy the contingency of free action. Rather than to his
accountability forgiveness responds to a wrongdoer’s capacity of free acting as such. As
Elisabeth Young-Bruehl puts it: “[I]t is very important to distinguish between a court process,
which can […] pronounce a perpetrator guilty and punish him […] and a forgiveness
process”.584 Moreover, it is not because one is discharged from what happened that one is
unable to take responsibility for what is done. It is this freedom, the freedom to act, which
always implies contingency, and the corresponding plurality or difference in oneself that are
both assumed and ‘saved’ by forgiveness. This way, forgiveness sets the agent free again and
liberates him from necessity. It “reopens a space”, the space of freedom and contingency, “for
the other to no longer appear as who she appears to have been”.585 This liberation of the
condition of natality and the capacity to act anew in the other is the transformation that is
implied in forgiveness.
In the first chapter, I called attention to the fact that, in Murphy’s view, the liberation of
forgiveness primarily implies ruling over those personal sentiments that tend to compromise
one’s moral goals. Murphy’s conception is thus centred on the self and one’s moral-
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psychological household. I also discussed Hampton’s account, which entertains the idea that
the liberation of forgiveness should somehow be addressed to the other person. But in
dealing with the other as possessing a decent moral core that is worth of forgiveness, the
other is deprived of his existence as a concrete distinct and acting person. In contrast,
Arendt’s conception of forgiveness entails a liberation of the other’s capacity for spontaneous
action and for taking responsibility. Crucially, in her account, the orientation towards the
other and the interdependent relation of forgiveness thus gets a real and substantial
meaning. In the next section I therefore bring to the fore that, in her view, forgiveness has the
power to establish interdependent human relationships.

3.2. Promising and Forgiving: The Power of Establishing Relations

In the previous chapter I discussed that human political power has its limits. It cannot be
stored and kept in reserve. And it depends on its actualization. But Arendt argues that this is
not a reason for replacing acting by ruling, which is according to Arendt a way of replacing
acting by a form of making. Action has its own ways of making sure that power does not
vanish too quickly - for instance in the act of promising and making contracts and treaties. In
the same vein, forgiveness is a way of exercising joint power and establishing new realities.
The acts of forgiving and promising in Arendt’s account are exemplary for action’s power.
Precisely because forgiving and promising constitute new relations and realities, they are
inherently powerful remedies for the irreversibility and unpredictability of action. Arendt
holds that it is only because of the power that rises from the actualization of the remedies of
promising and forgiving that “men can be trusted with such a great power as that to begin
something new”.586
Arendt holds that the act of mutual promising enables us to build islands of security in the
ocean of uncertainty - which the future is by definition. Without the ability to make promises
there would be no continuity, let alone durability of any kind, in the relationships between
men. 587 As I have underscored in the first part of this thesis, action is not only irreversible, but
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also unpredictable. This is a direct consequence of action’s spontaneity and the condition of
plurality. Action always takes place in the company of acting others, who have the same
capacity for spontaneous unpredictable action. But Arendt argues that action’s
unpredictability does not merely stem from the boundlessness of the web of relations in
which the action takes place. It also results from the fundamental unreliability of people,
which is related to what she calls ‘the darkness of the human heart’.588 Arendt holds with
Kant that we are fundamentally unable to fully grasp the motives and incentives of people,
both those of others as well as our own. Consequently, we are not only unable to rely on
others but also on ourselves, we cannot have complete faith in ourselves.589 Arendt calls it the
basic unreliability of men “who never can guarantee who they will be tomorrow”.590 The act
of making promises provides a remedy for this unpredictability and unreliability.591 I have
highlighted that, in Arendt’s view, the ability of people to gather together and to act in
concert generates power. But this power only lasts as long as they stay together. It disappears
the moment they depart. Therefore, the force of mutual promise and contract keep them
together. It is the mutual agreement on a purpose that bounds them and keeps them
together, so that “they can dispose of the future as though it were the present”.592 By making
promises and contracts they can “miraculously” enlarge the dimension in which power can
be effective.593 Although Arendt calls the promise that arises from the power of acting
together a binding force, it clearly differs from the sovereignty implied in the political model
of ruling. Body politics that rely on contracts and treaties leave the unpredictability of
human affairs and the unreliability of men as they are. They use them merely as a medium
“into which certain islands of predictability are thrown and in which certain guideposts of
reliability are erected”.594 Arendt holds that as soon as promises lose their character of
isolated islands of certainty and are misused “to cover the whole ground of the future and to
map out a path secured in all directions, they lose their binding power and the whole
enterprise becomes self-defeating”.595
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In the same vein, forgiveness is, in Arendt’s view, also an act that establishes new relations
and realities. Its power reaches from the present to both the past and the future. But, she
claims, its political power is far less recognized. While promising has long been recognized as
indispensable in politics, the appropriateness of forgiveness in public and political life is less
obvious. Forgiveness, Arendt claims, has “always been deemed unrealistic and inadmissible
in the public realm”.596 Although Arendt stresses its important political role in The Human
Condition and reveals an original and refreshing view on its operation, she refrains from an
extensive elaboration of the meaning of forgiveness in politics and does not examine the
implications of her view in much detail. Nevertheless, in discussing forgiveness as grounded
in Arendt’s conception of political freedom its inherently political and transformative power
comes to the fore. It allows forgiveness to be removed from the moral presuppositions by
which all considerations of the role of forgiveness are deeply influenced.
Similar to her conception of promising, which she takes to be a result of the darkness of the
human heart, Arendt claims that the internal process is not constitutive for the act of
forgiveness. She takes the Roman principle to spare the vanquished to be a rudimentary sign
of “an awareness that forgiveness may be the necessary corrective for the inevitable damages
resulting from action”.597 This, she holds, is a wisdom that was entirely unknown to the
Greeks. She also refers to the right to commute the death sentence as a prerogative of nearly
all Western heads of state.598 This suggests that her concept of forgiveness is quite close to a
concept of mercy. But I hold that mercy entails an elevation of suffering, while forgiveness, in
Arendt’s view, is the restoration of one’s freedom. This stands in apparent contrast to
Murphy’s distinction between forgiveness and mercy. Murphy contrasts mercy to
forgiveness by holding that while the latter is a matter of how I feel about you, the first is a
matter of how I treat you. But, in my view, this entails a misconception of both practices. The
practice of mercy is not conceptualized correctly if one merely conceives of it as a way of
treating someone. Rather, it is a response to suffering and therefore calls for two
assumptions. Firstly, it involves the assumption that one has somehow the power to interrupt
another’s suffering. Secondly, it entails the assumption that without one’s intervention this
suffering would endure. Murphy takes mercy to be a regulation of law or state and a release
of deserved punishment, but, for instance, the mother who kills her severely handicapped
child may also consider this an act of mercy. While forgiveness may in some cases be related
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to mercy - since it may not only liberate another as an acting person but it may also release
his mental suffering -, both are not the same. It would for instance be absurd to call the
mother’s killing an act of forgiveness, while it is understandable that she takes it to be an act
of mercy.
Arendt perceives of forgiveness as a political activity. Rather than on internal states, it
depends on the way in which humans enclose new realities, possibilities and relations in the
world they inevitably share, by forgiving one and another. The emphasis is not on what the
self needs in order to forgive, but rather on what the act of forgiveness enables and forecloses
between peoples and in the world. Its focus is not on the inner psychological strength it
requires to overcome the internal struggle, one that comes down to a struggle between the
will and its counter-will as the Apostle Paul found himself in (in this case in light of the
commandment to forgive), and to will wholehearted the best for a wrongdoer. The emphasis
is rather on the power it generates to act with him. The difference between both is immense.
In order to act with a wrongdoer no special psychological states are required, no special
motives or incentives, beliefs or attitudes. One doesn’t have to foreswear negative emotions
or thoughts. One only needs to resist the impulse of revenge in one’s acting (which imply
both words and deeds). One only needs to interrupt the automatic cycle of revenge and
violence by beginning something new, whatever that may be and however small it may be.
Arendt also does not prescribe how forgiveness has to occur. One only needs to be prepared
to engage in a relation with a wrongdoer. In no respect this relation needs to rely on or give
rise to any other relationship than the relationship between forgiver and forgiven that is
established by the act of forgiveness itself. Arendtian forgiveness also isn’t merely aimed at
restoring existing personal relationships. Arendt’s concept of forgiveness requires the
framework of a community of related human beings, who are inspired by the same
principles. Rather than restoring previous relations, the act of forgiveness enables to renew
relations. Forgiveness is thus not an act of restoration but rather an act of transformation.599
As I called attention to in the first part of this thesis, this transformative character of
forgiveness is an essential part of Vladimir Jankélévitch’s account of forgiveness. Precisely
because he believes that no preceding internal process is required, he perceives of
forgiveness as an immediate act, that must be granted without any consideration or passing
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of time. In Arendt’s view, forgiveness restores only the possibility of acting and relating to
others, but to do this it is precisely required to acknowledge that it is impossible to return to
the past. The stipulation that forgiveness does not require restoration but rather recognizes
the impossibility to return to the past, may be especially important in political conflicts that
are often conceived as insolvable, such as the Israël-Palestine conflict. Therefore, it is
evidently necessary that the wrongdoing is acknowledged and neither condoned nor
forgotten. Arendt explicitly claims that forgiveness does not call for condoning a wrong.600
But forgiveness enables to relate to the other in a manner that avoids the reflex of revenge,
without implying that relations or situations should be restored to how they were before the
misdeed took place. Insisting on the restoration of a previous relationship may precisely
worsen the conflict and fuel the mutual hostility. Such an insistence may occur in diverse
ways. It may involve the attempt to refer to good memories or acts preceding the misdeed.
Jeffrie Murphy for instance takes old times’ sake to be a good reason for forgiving, since it is
one way of separating the agent from his act. He argues that when one forgives the repentant,
one forgives for what the other now is. Similarly, when one forgives for old times’ sake, one
forgives for what the other once was. He asserts that much of our forgiveness of old friends
and parents are of this sort.601 However, as I have pointed out in reference to Hampton’s
account, instead of having a biographical source, the original relationship one believes to be
able to restore might also be of a metaphysical kind. It may involve the reference to mankind
in general and to a solidarity with other human beings, as imperfect as ourselves. It may also
refer to the religious idea that we are all God’s children and thus brothers and sisters. Or it
may refer to a political relationship, in which we identify with the other as part of the same
community, nation or group of interest.
In contrast to this idea of forgiveness as aiming at a restoration of pre-existing relationships
stands Arendt’s emphasis on the irreversibility of human action. For Arendt, there is no
‘original position’ to which one could return by acting. Forgiveness is no ‘reset’ or ‘delete’
button. Forgiveness precisely acknowledges that one cannot undo what has been done and
provides a remedy for this problem. As Pamela Hieronymi argues: “[A]ny wrongdoing leaves
in its wake some amount of damage or cost, be it physical, financial, emotional, relational, or
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social. This is damage which the offender usually cannot repair (‘you can’t take it back’, as
children learn).”602 Forgiveness is thus also not an attempt to restore moral damage. Rather, it
is aimed at a renewal of that which cannot be undone. Arendtian forgiveness does not
prescribe how precisely that new relationship should take shape. Insofar as it is a
spontaneous act, it depends on the involved actors how this new relationship is constituted.
Nevertheless, she does discuss what is at stake in forgiveness. And as I will discuss in the next
chapter, she even provides a guiding principle for it. A principle that does not prescribe but
that orients and inspires the spontaneous act of forgiveness. Arendt also explicitly
emphasizes what forgiveness is not, namely that it is not an act of charity. For Arendt,
forgiveness is not the gracious gift it is often believed to be in both religious and nonreligious contexts.
Hence, despite being a powerful remedy for the weaknesses of human action, forgiveness
also remains a vulnerable act. As a result of one’s dependency on others, in some cases, it
may turn out not to be possible to forgive or to be forgiven. But rather than replacing
forgiveness by a solitary self-delusive practice, it may be possible to find other ways of
spontaneous acting that enables a break with the past.603 In the next section I therefore
discuss the alternative of punishment. In Arendt’s view, punishment is not the opposite of
forgiveness. Rather, it is an alternative achievement of human power, which is also capable
of releasing someone from his past actions. By discussing this alternative, I will highlight
some crucial features punishment has in common with forgiveness.

3.3. The Alternative of Punishment

In the first section of this chapter I pointed to the distinction between a juridical process and
a forgiveness process. This, however, does not imply that they are opposites. According to
Arendt, punishment also has the capacity to interrupt a course of events. This it has in
common with forgiveness. Both attempt “to put an end to something that without
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interference could go on endlessly”.604 Therefore, Arendt does not conceive of punishment as
the opposite of forgiveness. Rather, she takes it to be an alternative.605 Within this view,
forgiveness is thus also not the release of punishment. The releasing or decreasing of
deserved punishment may be conceived as an act of mercy. Mercy may be granted for
instance in view of the fact that an offender has suffered enough or has made sufficient
efforts to contribute to society and to make amends. Arendt’s conception of punishment as
an alternative for forgiveness thus crucially differs from how it is conceived in most
contemporary discussions on forgiveness. Although it is often assumed that forgiveness is
not fully incompatible with punishment, it is mostly accepted that their logic are crucially at
odds.606 The restorative justice movement, for instance, claims that punishment is mostly
tantamount to retributive justice, entailing an institutionalized form of revenge or payback.607
But in Arendt’s view, punishment does seem not to be merely about retribution. As I will
discuss in the last chapter, she rather takes retribution to be the only response that is left
when we are neither able to punish nor forgive.608 Although punishment is only conceivable
as some kind of penance for a committed offence aimed at restoring a moral balance and
social equality, Arendt’s conception suggests that the conviction of punishment also
somehow seems to be able to set the offender, as an acting person, free. Despite the fact that
the offender has to bear the punishment that is imposed on him, and thus, in contrast to
forgiveness, remains bound to the consequences of his act, he is no longer automatically in
the grasp of the series of events of which the offence was part. Strictly speaking, his
conviction entails an interruption and a new beginning. An Arendtian perspective on
punishment thus reveals that punishment implies both an element of restoration and of
transformation. On the one hand punishment is aimed at restoring the moral and social
community, to re-affirm its fundamental values, harmony and order. But, on the other hand,
this is precisely enabled by an act of interruption. It is the interruption that establishes a new
beginning and liberates the offender as a free agent. The interruption of punishment reaffirms not only the existing community and its prescribed rules. It also re-affirms the
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offender as an initiator, as someone who is capable of free and spontaneous acting. As an
initiator, he is capable of doing the unexpected and unprecedented and to take responsibility
as a free agent. Punishment thus addresses him as someone who is capable of establishing
new realities and new relationships. This is the transformative element of punishment.
Unfortunately, precisely this aspect of punishment is neglected in our contemporary system
of incarceration. Although not all punishment involves incarceration, nowadays there are at
least three problems in the detention system, which hinder the new beginning that might
result from a conviction. One problem is the long-lasting uncertainty about the prison term
prisoners find themselves in. Although it may be interpreted as an act of mercy, the system of
early release contributes to this uncertainty. In fact it further postpones the precise
determination of the punishment, which further enslaves the prisoners.609
Secondly, there is the tenacious idea that punishment is not in itself enacting an interruption
and transformation but that it rather is a means for moral reform. During the time one
spends in prison, one is not merely addressed as a free agent. One needs to become a better
person. One has to go through a process of moral conversion. But this has already been
demonstrated not to be very realistic. Moreover, punishment has been found not to be the
best method for moral improvement in the first place.610 Furthermore, the requirement of
reform is in itself also questionable. The demand to reform implies that one remains in the
grip of whatever may be regarded as a sufficient sign of reform. One needs to foreswear
everything one was and did before, without ever knowing whether and when it will be
sufficient. One has to repent and to repudiate one’s acts. One has to dissociate oneself from
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what one did. As I will discuss in the last chapter, this kind of repentance, understood as an
act of repudiation, precisely precludes re-affirming oneself as a free and responsible person.
It is only when one realizes that it is impossible to dissociate oneself from one’s acts that one
can be ‘saved’ by an act of interruption, involving either punishment or forgiveness.
Conceived from an Arendtian perspective, punishment has the ability to set free the person
as an acting person, whatever they may be doing with that freedom and notwithstanding an
eventual limited time of incarnation. But this is only possible when punishment does not
involve any further requirements than the fulfillment of the punishment itself. If further
requirements are attached, punishment does not set someone free, but rather enslaves them
to the endless effort to prove themselves, to hand themselves over to the unsatisfied
demands of others. In this case, a conviction is no longer the beginning of an atonement
someone can fulfill in order to regain freedom, but an infinite mark someone can never get
rid of. Freedom, so to say, is only free when someone is free not to make use of it. Nowadays,
there is a paternalistic tendency regarding how prisoners should make use of the ‘chances’ of
a new beginning that are given to them by imprisonment. One should question whether for
an important part of the prison population, this does not have a rather reverse effect.
Moreover, it deprives punishment of the power to interrupt a course of events, since the
quest for satisfaction and compensation does not stop with the conviction and punishment
that follows. It only further justifies sentiments of revenge and aversion towards former
prisoners.
A third problem, which is related to the second, is the inherent threat of humiliation in
imprisonment. According to Avishai Margalit humiliation entails both a rejection from the
human commonwealth and a loss of freedom and control.611 In Margalit’s view, it is the
freedom to shape one’s life that makes human beings humans rather than mere things.
When one’s capacity to be free is rejected, one is rejected as a human being.612 In reference to
Sartre, Margalit explains that not being regarded in the light of this human aspect, i.e. not
being seen as free to make decisions bearing on one’s life, boils down to being treated
subhuman.613 Margalit thus considers the experience of loss of control and of being treated
subhuman through humiliation to be intertwined. One experiences a loss of self-control
when one is no longer able to act on the basis of reasons, but merely on the basis of causes
and motives:
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A considerable proportion of the most humiliating gestures are those which show the
victims that they lack even the most minuscule degree of control over their fate – that
they are helpless and subject to good will (or rather, the bad will) of their
tormentors.614

What is thus ignored in humiliation is the ability to make the kind of free decisions that
constitute us as human beings.
It must be noted that Margalit’s concept of freedom resembles Murphy’s and the ideal of
freedom as self-mastery and sovereignty. As I already discussed in detail, this conception of
freedom is not only problematic, but also very limited. His concept of freedom also relates
freedom to autonomy, which is fundamentally at odds with Arendt’s concept of nonsovereign freedom. However, this does not need to contest that humiliation indeed also
implies a denial of one’s freedom and capacity to act spontaneously in a much broader
Arendtian sense.
Although prisoners are mostly treated with a minimum of respect, it cannot be denied that
the act of punishment and imprisonment entails the permanent risk of humiliation. Even
when the punishment and imprisonment are completely justified and thus lack the
humiliating arbitrariness of severe crimes, they are nevertheless clearly designed to make
people humble. Their neediness as a human creature is used against them in view of
restoring the moral balance that has been disturbed. It also precisely frustrates the freedom
of movement, which Arendt takes to be constitutive for the freedom to act with others. In
Margalit’s view, a civilized society is a society whose members do not humiliate one another,
while a decent society is a society in which the institutions do not humiliate people.615
Although Margalit aims to avoid the conclusion that punishment is inherently humiliating,
he admits that, in practice, prisoners are regularly humiliated.616 This means that although
punishment does not principally involve humiliation, prisoners nevertheless constantly live
in a vulnerable position in which humiliation is an ever-present possibility and threat. In
addition, Margalit holds that treating human beings as subhuman includes the treatment of
adults as children.617 But it cannot be denied that even children are granted more occasions to
move freely - and thus to act among others and to take decisions influencing their lives - than
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prisoners. Prisoners are granted basic respect in the sense that they are not maltreated: apart
from food, drinks and a bed, they are granted a certain degree of predictability concerning
their fate and they are often able to choose some kind of activity. In most cases, their physical
integrity is safeguarded as well: they are not tortured or beaten. Nevertheless, because
prisoners are put in a situation in which they are made vulnerable and humble, they are
precisely ignored with respect to what makes them human: the ability to appear as who they
are in acting. Evidently, the goal of imprisonment is precisely punishing someone by
depriving him of his freedom. It is a clear sign of society that freedom comes with
responsibilities. It is thus also clear that nobody wants offenders not to be blamed or to go
clear. Punishment and imprisonment are a way of restoring a balance that is destroyed or
threatened by the wrongdoer. It is a balance of reciprocity we care about. Nevertheless, it
must also become clear that a punitive treatment precisely tends to miss the point of
encouraging offenders to take their responsibility. Denying them their freedom also entails
the denial of their ability to take responsibility for what they have done as well as the denial
of their ability to make decisions and efforts that amount to a restoration and healing of the
damage that is inflicted by them.
All of this may only add to a sense of victimization offenders often experience. Ezzat Fattah,
for instance, points out that offenders have regularly been victims themselves, or at least
perceive of themselves as victims. 618 Violence is often an expression of their grievance, a
reaction to victimization. This points out that a sense of victimization may be a crucial factor
in repeatedly displaying unacceptable behavior. Because of this sense of victimization the
threat of punishment also risks to preclude constructive communication. Lode Walgrave, for
instance, points out that even only the prospect of punishment forecloses all communication
with offenders in court. The offender mainly experiences the threat and hence the moral
request is simply not heard. The normative message that is attached to the conviction and
the punishment doesn’t reach its addressee.619 However, studies about recidivism among
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juveniles, for instance, show that communication and positive involvement of parents are
crucial for avoiding problematic behavior.620 Consequently, it may very well be the case that a
society that mainly punishes problematic social behavior also reinforces alienation of its
offenders. Putting people who are already in the margins of society even further on the verge
of life may thus not only be ineffective, but even dangerous. It is for instance known that
some terrorists are radicalized and recruited in prison.621 In some criminal subcultures being
imprisoned counts as an initiation rite, as they feed on a general shared sense of
victimization and hostility towards ordinary society.622 In a Belgian film by Robin Pront,
D’Ardennen, there is an interesting scene that accurately reflects how the deterrent of
punishment brings about precisely the opposite of what it aims at.623 In this scene, the main
character Dave, aims to liberate himself from the crimes in which his brother, Kenneth, is
involving him after Kenneth’s release from prison. He walks in at a police office in order to
report the crimes of his brother. Unfortunately, he is also accessory in the crime for which
only Kenneth has been imprisoned. When he was caught and convicted, Kenneth refrained
from betraying his brother, Dave. As Dave is waiting to be seen by a police officer, his
brother Kenneth walks up to him and takes a seat next to him. Kenneth reminds Dave of all
the years in prison that are in front of him if he reports to the police what has happened. He
reminds him that it will not be possible to pursue a peaceful life with his girlfriend, as he
would like to. Consequently, Kenneth makes a proposal: if Dave continues helping him out
with his troubles right now, he will leave him and their shared love, Sylvie, alone and in
peace forever. After this conversation, he walks out, leaving it up to Dave to make up his
mind and decide. Obviously, Dave is put up against the wall. Unsurprisingly, after some
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doubts he decides to leave the police office without having seen an officer. What follows is
nothing but tragic.
This scene magnificently points out that the threat of punishment keeps offenders tied down
to their crimes. In their view, it seems best to continue wrongdoing in order to improve their
lives and to find peace. The false belief that, at some point, it will be possible to break with
the past and that it will become unnecessary to do wrong, is what makes many of them
getting deeper and deeper into troubles. In those cases, the threat of punishment does not
prevent from wrongdoing. Instead, it rather is what makes offenders hide previous crimes by
committing new ones. The deterrence of punishment thus misses its point and has the
perverse effect of encouraging lying, betraying and doing wrong, instead of motivating being
honest, open and responsible.
In contrast, a sentence that enables to reveal who one is and facilitates one’s capacity to act
anew, discourages to wallow in victimization and to hold a deterministic view on one’s fate. It
enables to reveal oneself as a person in acting and speaking, instead of as a mere offender.
The research literature on the outcome of restorative justice practices (such as victimoffender mediation and group conferencing) finds promising effects on recidivism and
increasing remorse of offenders for their victims.624 In my view, this is a result of one of the
main conditions that need to be fulfilled in order for a practice to be both restorative and
transformative: voluntary participation of both victims and offenders and an encouragement
of their capacity to act with others. It is the mutual willingness of offenders and victims to
meet each other that invites offenders to take their responsibility and encourages them to
face the damage they have done. Restorative justice’s voluntariness contrasts sharply with
the way in which ordinary criminal law exerts coercion and obligation. Therefore, it is also
problematic to insert restorative practices within criminal law. As soon as collaboration in a
restorative program involves the potential prospect of reduction of sentence, its
voluntariness risks to be compromised. However, in order to explore the full potential of
restorative justice it should no longer be treated in a stepmotherly way. Contact between
victim and offender and a real confrontation with the devastated lives are crucial. For this
reason, community service remains only an alternative way of punishing. The effort that is
delivered to society remains abstract and is exercised as a result of an obligation. It doesn’t
make offenders more sensible to the damage they inflicted. It only reminds them of the
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humiliation of being on the bottom of society. Nevertheless, in California there is an
interesting example of voluntary community service. Prisoners working as fireman in special
camps are free to participate and quit and are sometimes even in a position which allows
them to escape. This, however, turns out to be very unusual.625 The firemen’s attitudes would
probably be entirely different if they were intensively controlled, forced and threatened. The
example also points out that the prisoners are out to take their responsibility as acting agents.
In taking free initiatives, one is capable to reveal oneself as an agent and a person, rather
than an offender who is caught up in the circumstances that tend to control his life.
Restorative justice’s voluntariness is thus crucial as it expresses both the free exchange that is
at stake and the fundamental belief in each participant’s ineradicable freedom of
spontaneity. It encourages to take responsibility and to deal with the consequences of what
happened. Respecting one’s freedom is a sign of trust, which is of vital importance for joint
action and reconciliation. Therefore, in my view, a mere interaction between offenders and
victims is far from sufficient for true long-lasting reconciliation. Offenders also need to be
involved in negotations about how they will compensate their victims and how they should
be punished. They should be able to express safely what they consider reasonable. Not only
does it make them sensitive to what the victim has suffered as a result of the crime, it also
encourages them to take an impartial point of view towards their own behavior. Instead of
becoming hostile, they are challenged to take a reasonable and responsible attitude towards
the wrong they have committed. The capacity for taking free initiatives, even in a context of
punishment and compensation, is crucial for making offenders aware of the fact that they are
free actors, who are able to break with past events and take responsibility for the shared
future.
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3.4. For the sake of ‘who’: From Moral Essence to Natality

In discussing the transformative power of forgiveness, it has become clear that Arendt’s
conception of spontaneity and freedom does not only enable to perceive of forgiveness as an
act of interruption, without reference to any motives and causes that justify, explain or
enable it. It has also become clear that forgiveness, as a free and interruptive act, addresses
the other as a free acting person. This clearly differs from Hampton’s view. Hampton’s
account is paradigmatic for the common moral assumption that by forgiving one expresses a
fundamental trust in the other person’s moral essence or pure and decent moral core. It
involves the belief that who a person truly is depends on his inner moral capacities and his
responsiveness to moral reform. Within this view, it is therefore assumed that forgiveness
depends on this presupposed distinction between one’s moral pure essence and one’s
immoral acts. Insofar as we are able to rely on that distinction we are also able to forgive.
However, in discussing Hampton’s view in the first chapter I have asserted that any reference
to a pure moral essence precisely fails to give account of the other as a concrete, distinct,
acting and responsible person. By focusing on a pure moral essence, one merely decides to
be blind to what reveals who one is, namely one’s acts. By addressing another in their pure
moral core, one is precisely overlooking the other. Moreover, one ignores the actual problem
for which forgiveness provides a remedy, namely that another cannot just be discerned from
what he did. What one does is constitutive for one’s existence as a free acting person.
Precisely this makes the irreversibility of acting such an unbearable problem for a person.
What one did always tends to adhere to someone and therefore hinders free acting in the
future. It is also for this reason that an act of repentance, understood as the repudiation of
one’s acts, is not sufficient for liberating oneself from what one did. Who one is as a distinct,
free person, is only visible to others through one’s acts. Therefore, one also depends on
others to regain the freedom to act and to re-appear as who one is. Seen from an Arendtian
point of view, re-integration in the community is thus only possible if it entails a
reaffirmation of one’s freedom as an acting person. In order to be liberated from what one
irreversibly did one must be liberated as a distinct acting person and be restored in the
ability to act again.
The act of forgiveness restores the condition of natality. It enables to appear again and to
appear as one never did before. It involves the possibility to differ from oneself, to surprise
oneself and others and to act in an unprecedented and spontaneous way. This kind of
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renewal constitutes hope for the future and for the world we share. It enables to take
responsibility, not merely by repudiating previous acts, but by acting again and to reveal who
one is in how one appears. This emphasis on one’s intrinsic capacity to appear again
crucially differs from the moral notion of reform, which requires an inner and moral
conversion. Such a conversion entails the idea that one can exercise control over oneself and
is able to identify who one is and aims to be. Arendt’s condition of natality instead suggests
that one never completely coincides with oneself. The assumption that one never knows how
one appears to others implies that one’s acting and speaking does not refer to an inner
essence or a true self that is ‘expressed’ in acting. It rather reveals that some difference or
plurality always remains present. Who one appears to be is not only never entirely within
one’s power, but it is also never determined in advance. This highlights that Arendt’s
condition of natality is closely related to her concept of freedom as both entailing
spontaneity and non-sovereignty.
It is only in view of the close interconnection between who one is and what one did that we
may come to understand how, in Arendt’s account, a person is released from the
consequences of his act in an act of forgiveness. It is precisely because the distinction
between act and agent - on which Murphy’s and Hampton’s accounts rely – cannot be
presupposed that we have to carry out the artificial act of forgiveness. When Arendt refers to
the need to forgive what a person did, for the sake of that person, 626 she refers to one’s
natality rather than to an inviolable moral core we would all share. Natality implies a
contingent freedom and plurality. As an act, forgiveness enacts a distinction and a
transformation that cannot be presupposed. ‘Seeing the other in a new light’ is thus not
dependent on the ability to change one’s judgments about who the other truly is. It rather
entails the capacity to affirm the other as an acting person and to restore his freedom, despite
of what he did with that freedom before or what he might be doing with it later. Rather than
merely dissociating the true person from his bad acts, forgiveness is re-affirming the
possibility of acting and of revealing who one is in acting. By doing so, forgiveness is, rather
than restoring an original moral essence or goodness, enacting a transformation that enables
new unexpected acts, new unprecedented realities and new relationships.
Within this view, punishment is also no longer conceived as standing in opposition to
forgiveness. Rather, it implies a similar interruption that also addresses the person as a free
and responsible agent. Someone is punished in view of what he did. This entails the
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assumption that he is a free agent who is capable of acting differently than he did.
Punishment thus precisely re-affirms the contingency and freedom of acting. At first sight, it
seems as if punishing someone for what he did precisely ties the person to his acts. It appears
an act of mere revenge and retribution, which is precisely the opposite of the interruption
forgiveness aims at. However, Arendt’s view on punishment as an alternative for forgiveness
enables to point out that fair punishment may also be a way of liberating someone from what
he did. Within this view, the most important distinction between punishment and
forgiveness turns out to be that punishment calls for a process of atonement. Someone has to
atone for what he did before he can be expected to be liberated from his acts. Forgiveness
instead entails the immediate liberation of the consequences of one’s acts. However, this also
suggests that as soon as someone has atoned, he should also be ‘forgiven’ and thus be
liberated from the further consequences of his acts. Atonement is precisely what deprives the
consequences of their infinite boundlessness. Just like forgiveness, the atonement of
punishment enacts a well-defined and definite interruption of these consequences and
therefore involves a transformation.
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4. Forgiveness as an Act of Political Liberation

By conceptualizing forgiveness as a free spontaneous act it has become clear that it departs
from any motive or cause that may justify or enable it. Nevertheless, there is a strong
tendency in the philosophical literature on forgiveness towards conceiving of forgiveness as
an act of love, compassion or unconditional moral grace and goodness. It is assumed that in
forgiving we take a positive attitude towards the wrongdoer and concern for his well-being.
However, I argue that since this positive attitude is grounded in sentiments such as love,
compassion or sympathy, these conceptions fail to see the agent as a distinct acting person. I
point out that, in Arendt’s view, these sentiments in fact remove the space between persons
that is necessary for action to take place. Therefore, these conceptions also fail to conceive of
forgiveness as a political liberating act. In this chapter I will therefore scrutinize Arendt’s
arguments against the prevailing conception of forgiveness as involving goodness or love. By
doing so it will become clear that these sentiments are particularly dangerous when they
have free play in the public domain of action. Consequently, I will point out that, in Arendt’s
view, the liberation of the capacity to act requires respect for the other and the distance that
is necessary for acting in plurality. Finally, I will draw the conclusion that the distinction
between shared humanness and plurality is crucial to developing a sheer political concept of
forgiveness.

4.1. The Distance in Plurality and the Principle of Respect

In the literature on forgiveness it is often assumed that forgiveness requires a moralpsychological process of transformation and an effort to put the offender in a more
favourable light. It is also regularly held that this moral-psychological process of
transformation has to be brought about by an act of empathy, understanding, love or
benevolence.
Charles Griswold, for instance, assumes that forgiveness necessary involves an act of
sympathetic understanding. According to Griswold, forgiveness is not only the end of a
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process of transformation, but also the process itself. Forgiveness, he claims, calls for
moderating one’s resentment and making “a further commitment to work toward a frame of
mind in which even that resentment is let go”.627 He believes, in line with Murphy’s and
Hampton’s accounts, that one must have reasons for this transformation to take place.628 In
his conditional account, those reasons are supposed to be provided both by the offender and
the victim. Griswold holds that for forgiveness to take place well-defined conditions on both
sides have to be fulfilled. Both the offender and the victim have to go through a process of
transformation that is mutually dependent and requires reciprocity.629 Forgiveness, Griswold
claims, is a dyadic process.630 He assumes that, for this process to take place, the possibility to
enter sympathetically into the situation and person of the other is crucial. According to him,
forgiveness requires the recognition of the other as a human being like oneself. This is
enabled by the capacity to take the other’s point of view in an act of sympathy. Therefore, he
relies on Adam Smith’s account of sympathy.631 In Smith’s view, sympathy means putting
myself in your shoes, by taking on your persona and look at the situation from your point of
view, through an act of projective imagination.632
Other scholars, such as Glen Pettigrove, hold that there is an essential relationship between
forgiveness and love. He takes forgiveness to be promoting an offender’s well-being.
However, Pettigrove argues that forgiveness does not depend on conditions that guarantee
that the wrongdoer deserves forgiveness or positive regard. He takes forgiveness to be an act
of grace, an intentional act of unmerited favour.633 He argues that the notion of grace provides
moral reasons that differ from reasons that are grounded in desert.634 He also assumes that
the concern with another’s well-being points to a relation between forgiveness and love.
Although he beliefs that not every case of forgiveness needs to be rooted in love, he does
assume that love yields forgiveness.635 Consequently, he holds that a comparison of the
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features of love and forgiveness helps explaining what kind of act forgiveness is. He argues
that our encounters with love are our most obvious experiences of grace.636
Some accounts claim an even more intimate relationship between love and forgiveness. As I
discussed in the previous chapters, some accounts rely on a universal principle of love for
man and mankind. This love may either be conceived of either as Christian neighbourly love
or as the more humanistic or secular moral value of agape or as a general attitude of
goodwill.637 It is believed that the principle of love of mankind enables to address the
wrongdoer’s inviolable moral goodness and his moral capacities for improvement.
In Martha Nussbaum’s account forgiveness is even completely pushed aside by the
sentiment of love. She rejects forgiveness as a way of dealing with past wrongs and replaces it
by an ethic of unconditional love and generosity. An ethic of unconditional love and
generosity departs from judgment, confession and contrition but also from the waiving of
anger. Love is understood as a first and immediate response, rather than a substitute of a
payback wish.638 To illustrate this, Nussbaum refers to the parable of the Prodigal Son, which
is, according to her, often mistakenly understood as an example of forgiveness.639 She argues
that the father’s reaction cannot be described as forgiveness, either conditional or
unconditional. 640 Nussbaum notes that the father does neither make any reference to
forgiveness, nor to the son’s repentance, nor to anger.641 There is only a type of intense,
unconditional parental love, involving a strong bodily feeling, expressed in the words “I’m so
happy that he is still alive”.642 It is a love that, rather than remaining rooted in the past,
focuses on an uncertain future.643 It refers to a loss and to the joy of a rediscovery, Nussbaum
argues.644
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In Arendt’s view, forgiveness is neither an act of love, nor sympathetic identification with the
other. It is also not an act of charity or goodness. She claims that sincerely doing good is
rather at odds with the publicity of plural political action. Goodness must be hidden from
being seen or heard.645 It must “go into absolute hiding and flee all appearance if it is not to
be destroyed”.646 The moment good work becomes public and known it loses its specific
character of goodness, of “being done for nothing but goodness’ sake”.647 I have argued in the
first part that unconditional accounts of forgiveness are at risk of claiming moral superiority.
The openly generous granting of forgiveness may be displayed in such a manner that it
actually becomes suspect. For this reason, Arendt also associates goodness with selfforgetfulness:648
Goodness can exist only when it is not perceived, not even by its author; whoever
sees himself performing a good work is no longer good, but at best a useful member
of society or a dutiful member of a church. Therefore: ‘Let not thy left hand know
what thy right hand doeth’.
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Arendt argues that although goodness is no longer pure when it appears openly, it may still
be useful as organized charity or an act of solidarity.650 Pure goodness is an extreme and
exceptional phenomenon. Moreover, in On Revolution she warns “that absolute goodness is
hardly any less dangerous than absolute evil” when it becomes part of the course of human
affairs.651 She holds that “[t]he absolute […] spells doom to everyone when it is introduced
into the political realm”. 652 Goodness also does not simply consist of the criterion of
selflessness “for surely the Grand Inquisitor is selfless enough”.653 Arendt thus warns against
the dangers of both selflessness and goodness in the public domain of acting.654
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For Arendt, forgiveness is not a selfless act of goodness. She also does not take it to be an act
of (public) charity. In a letter to Wystan Auden she writes: “The trouble with charity as with
the law is that it levels out distinction”.655 The acts of charity are addressed to the needy in
general. Therefore, it also reduces people to their neediness. The criterion of fairness
towards the needy requires that who they are remains out of view. They ‘deserve’ charity,
merely because they are human and merely because they are in need. This also reflects
Arendt’s view on caritas or neighborly love in her dissertation on Augustine. Here she writes
that in neighborly love the Christian only loves the being, namely God, who lives in the other
person as his source:
[…] every beloved is only an occasion to love God. The same source is loved in each
individual being. No individual means anything in comparison with this identical
source. The Christian can thus love all people because each one is only an occasion,
and that occasion can be everyone. Love proves its strength precisely in considering
even the enemy and even the sinner […] as mere occasions for love. It is not really the
neighbor who is loved in this love of neighbor – it is love itself.
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Arendt argues that forgiveness instead, is addressed to a distinctive person, a unique and
irreducible ‘who’. As I revealed before, she holds that forgiveness is granted for the sake of
the person who did wrong:
Forgiving and the relationship it establishes is always an eminently personal (though
not necessarily individual or private) affair in which what was done is forgiven for
the sake of who did it.
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In Arendt’s view, this person, or who someone is, differs from what he is, a person with
certain qualities and achievements. As a person, one only appears to others, not to oneself.
Therefore, Arendt argues, nobody is able to forgive oneself.658
For Arendt, forgiveness also neither involves the sentiment or passion of love, as is often
believed.659 The confusion, she holds, results from the fact that passionate love is also capable
of revealing the distinct person, the who, of the other:
[L]ove, although it is one of the rarest occurrences in human lives, indeed possesses
an unequaled power of self-revelation and an unequaled clarity of vision for the
disclosure of who, precisely because it is unconcerned to the point of total
unworldliness with what the loved person may be, with his qualities and
shortcomings no less than with his achievements, failings, and transgressions.
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But love, Arendt argues, is not only rare, but also unworldly.661 By reason of its passion, it
destroys the in-between that simultaneously relates us to and separates us from others.662
Arendt’s concept of plurality entails being connected and equal to others while retaining
individual distinction. She explicitly distinguishes being with others in plurality - which
requires a certain distance that is necessary for revealing one’s distinctness -, from the
togetherness of people, being pressed into one mass, acting as if they were one body with one
‘general’ will.663
In The Origins of Totalitarianism Arendt argues that the space between people is necessary for
the freedom of movement and for free acting in plurality:
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[Total terror] substitutes for the boundaries and channels of communication
between individual men a band of iron which holds them so tightly together that it is
as though their plurality had disappeared into One Man of gigantic dimensions.
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Arendt claims that tyranny abolishes the fences of law between men. Total terror also uses
this instrument of tyranny but even goes one step further. It also destroys the lawless,
fenceless wilderness of fear and suspicion tyranny leaves behind. Although in Tyranny the
public space is a desert, it is still some kind of space. Instead, total terror presses men against
each other, completely destroying the space between them.665 Even fear, although under
totalitarian conditions probably more widespread than ever before, can no longer serve as a
principle for action. The arbitrariness by which the victims of totalitarianism are chosen,
completely “in accordance with the objective necessity of natural and historical processes”,666
causes fear to lose its practical usefulness. Actions guided by the principle of fear can no
longer help to avoid the dangers man fears.667 Consequently, since it eliminates the capacity
to act according to a principle, total terror destroys “the one essential prerequisite of all
freedom which is simply the capacity of motion which cannot exist without space”.668
Although the disappearance of the space between people united in love is evidently not
comparable to the “iron band” of the terror of totalitarianism, it illustrates love’s antipolitical character:669
Love, by its very nature, is unworldly, and it is for this reason rather than its rarity
that it is not only apolitical but antipolitical, perhaps the most powerful of all
antipolitical human forces.
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This anti-political character of love is not as innocent as it may seem. The distinction Arendt
here makes between apolitical and anti-political is crucial. Although at first glance love may
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seem a quite innocent uniting power, its anti-political character makes it not merely useless
for worldly human affairs, but even threatening for the plurality implied in free action. If it is
expanded from the narrowly circumscribed sphere of intimacy to the larger domain of
human affairs, passion’s boundlessness destroys the space that is necessary for free action.
This space can only be upheld by limits and proper distance.
Illustrative for the effects of love and passion in the domain of human affairs is its influence
in the French Revolution, discussed by Arendt in On Revolution. Here, Arendt analyses the
role compassion played in the French Revolution and how it drowned the foundations of
freedom and compassion finally ended in violence and terror:671
Compassion, in this respect not unlike love, abolishes the distance, the in-between
which always exists in human intercourse (…). Because compassion abolishes the
distance, the worldly space between men where political matter, the whole realm of
human affairs, are located, it remains, politically speaking, irrelevant and without
consequence. (…) [I]t is incapable of establishing ‘lasting institutions’. (…) As a rule, it
is not compassion which sets out to change the worldly conditions in order to ease
human suffering, but if it does, it will shun the drawn-out wearisome processes of
persuasion, negotiation, and compromise, which are the processes of law and
politics, and lend its voice to the suffering itself, which must claim for swift and
direct action, that is, for action with the means of violence.
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Arendt explains that compassion, just like pure goodness, is characterized by a curious
muteness:673 “Passion and compassion are not speechless, but their language consists in
gestures and expressions of countenance rather than in words.”674 It is characterized by an
incapacity or unwillingness for “all kinds of predicative or argumentative speech, in which
someone talks to somebody about something that is of interest to both because it inter-est, it is
between them”.675 A talkative and argumentative interest in the world is alien to compassion.
Its passionate intensity is directed solely towards the suffering man himself.
However, Arendt maintains that Rousseau transformed and perverted compassion into the
sentiment of pity. It was no longer addressed to a singular person but rather involved in the
671
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moods and caprices of one’s own heart. In contrast to the emotion of compassion, the
sentiment of pity can be addressed to the multitude:
Pity, because it is not stricken in the flesh and keeps its sentimental distance, can
succeed where compassion always will fail; it can reach out to the multitude and
therefore (…) enter the market-place. But (…) without the presence of misfortune,
pity could not exist, and it therefore has just as much vested interest in the existence
of the unhappy as thirst for power has a vested interest in the existence of the weak.
Moreover, by virtue of being a sentiment, pity can be enjoyed for its own sake, and
this will almost automatically lead to a glorification of its cause, which is the
676

suffering of others.

In contrast to the particularity and muteness of compassion, the sentiment of pity also
becomes boundless and talkative, as its inner enjoyment comes to serve as a stimulus for a
new range of emotions.677 It is precisely the intense involvement with one’s own boundless
sentiments that makes one insensitive for reality in general and for persons in particular.678
What at first may have been a genuine compassion towards specific suffering and particular
persons “turned into the boundlessness of an emotion that seemed to respond only too well
to the boundlessness of suffering of the multitude in their sheer overwhelming numbers”.679
According to Arendt, it was the ocean of suffering around him and the turbulent sea of
emotion within him, caused by the sentiment of pity, that made Robespierre lose the
capacity to establish and hold fast to rapports with persons in their singularity. It drowned all
specific considerations - “the considerations of friendship no less than considerations of
statecraft and principle”. 680 Consequently, the revolutionaries felt no compunctions in
sacrificing individual persons to their ‘principles’, to the cause of the revolution or to the
course of history.681 Pity, Arendt holds, has proven to possess a greater capacity for cruelty
than cruelty itself, because it is believed to be the spring of virtue.682
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But Arendt’s critique of the sentiment of pity does not entail that we should neglect the
suffering and poor life conditions of others. Her account of politics and political engagement
is not as anti-social as is sometimes believed.683 She contrasts the sentiment of pity with the
alternative principle of solidarity. As a principle it can guide and inspire action:
[S]olidarity, though it may be aroused by suffering, is not guided by it, and it
684

comprehends the strong and the rich no less than the weak and the poor.

Cold and abstract as solidarity may appear, it remains committed to ideas (greatness, honor,
dignity) rather than to any love of men. Therefore it is able to look at fortune and misfortune,
the strong and the weak with an equal eye.685
Similarly, because love is a valuable but anti-political emotion, Arendt takes it to be
inappropriate for forgiveness. She argues that it is often believed, under the influence of
Christianity that only love can forgive. It is assumed that only love is fully receptive to who
someone is, irrespective of one’s talents and traits.686 In the contemporary literature on
forgiveness there is much discussion on whether it is possible to extrapolate such an intimate
emotion to the larger human relationships we have with strangers. However, as I will discuss
in the next section, the idea that forgiveness is necessarily related to sentiments such as love
or compassion completely distorts the debate on the potential of a political concept of
forgiveness. It implies the assumption that only the cultivated sentiments of sympathy,
compassion or empathy are able to make us forgive strangers who wronged us. Yet, Arendt’s
view departs crucially from this prevailing assumption. Arendt takes, instead of sympathy,
empathy or compassion, respect to be what prompts to forgive those with whom we are only
‘politically’, thus not intimately, related. She takes respect to be in the larger domain of
human affairs what love is in the intimate sphere. The relations in the domain of human
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affairs are characterized by plurality. In this regard the attitude of respect is not only more
appropriate than love, but Arendt also takes it to be quite sufficient to prompt forgiveness:687
[Respect] is a regard for the person from the distance which the space of the world
puts between us, and this regard is independent of qualities which we may admire or
of achievements which we may highly esteem.688

Respect is thus also able to address the person in his uniqueness and distinctness, apart from
his qualities and achievements. Arendt explicitly departs from the common conviction that
respect is due only where we admire or esteem. In her view, respect is rather an attitude that
abstracts from what we may esteem in others. Respect, she argues, concerns only the person,
who someone is in distinction of what he is. The latter refers merely to his specific talents,
character traits, achievements and shortcomings. She compares respect to the Aristotelian
philia politike, a kind of political friendship, without intimacy and without closeness.689 In
Arendt’s view, political friendship is not concerned with the other as a fellow human being.
It is also not an intimate relation. Rather, it consists of a dialogue in which both friends share
a world. It is in the ‘dialogue between friends’ that one is able to understand the truth in the
opinion of the other, who is a distinct and dissimilar person. It is in this sharing of opinions
on worldly matters and the possibility to see the world from the viewpoint of the other, that
these friends share a world.690
The possibility of sharing opinions among friends depends on a proper distance between
both partners, so that they appear for each other in their distinction and are able to relate to
one and other by sharing the world that is between them. Similarly, the attitude of respect
enables the distinction necessary for making forgiveness a plural interdependent action in
which the wrongdoing remains in place and can be its subject. Arendt points to an important
and revealing distinction between forgiving out of love on the one hand and out of respect on
the other when she claims that love is always willing to forgive the beloved whatever he may
have done.691 In her letter to Auden, Arendt claims that both love and charity ‘forgive’
indiscriminately. She takes forgiveness in this sense to be a form of condoning. Love, she
holds, will forgive everything because of its utter commitment to the beloved person.
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Similarly, charity forgives the misdeed because of its solidarity with human’s sinful nature.
In contrast, forgiving out of respect is neither an indiscriminate act of charity nor of love. In
reference to her statement in The Human Condition that we forgive what has been done for
the sake of the person she clarifies:
I was wrong when I said that we forgive what was done for the sake of who did it. I
may forgive somebody who betrayed me but I am not going to condone betrayal
ueberhaupt [sic.]. I can […] forgive somebody without forgiving anything; If I forgive
a ‘thing’ then only that I was wronged. But charity indeed forgives ueberhaupt [sic.],
it forgives betrayal in the person who betrayed – on the ground, to be sure, of human
sinfulness and solidarity with the sinner. I would admit that there is a great
692

temptation to forgive in the spirit of Who am I to judge?, but I’d rather resist it.

Arendt’s account of forgiveness is thus also not unconditional. She does not believe that
everything can be forgiven, merely out of respect for the person who did the deed. Rather,
she believes that there are unforgivable deeds. Moreover, she assumes that someone is only
forgivable to the extent to which he is able to go back and realize what he did. However, her
account of the role of remorse crucially differs from the condition of repentance I discussed
in the first part of this thesis. This will be discussed in the last chapter, ‘The Political
Conscience’.
Arendt’s analysis of the anti-political implications of emotions such as love and compassion
and her critique of the sentiment of pity enables to shed a new light on some of the common
misunderstandings about the political role of forgiveness. In contemporary literature on
forgiveness there is not only a stubborn tendency to invoke goodness, virtue and generosity
as a fundament for forgiveness. But, as we discussed above, the sentiments of sympathy,
empathy, love and compassion are also often considered to be necessary to see the person of
the offender in a new light.693 Arendt’s critique of the reliance on moral sentiments in the
larger domain of human affairs enables us to see that, although emotions, such as love and
compassion, may reveal the who of a person in the very limited atmosphere of intimacy, it is
useless and even dangerous to extrapolate those emotions to the broader domain of human
692
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affairs, in which de facto most misdeeds that require forgiveness take place. Arendt’s analysis
of forgiveness as an activity that requires plurality in order to be meaningful puts things in a
radically different light. It enables to turn things upside down. In Arendt’s view, forgiveness
enables to rebuild relations and possibilities with those people we are not intimately
connected with. It is rather because we have no existing relationship and commitment to rely
on that we need the artificial act of forgiveness to interrupt the cycle of revenge and violence.
It is rather because we have no self-evident fundament that guarantees that our relationship
with the other survives every misdeed that we have to rely on forgiveness. In the
relationships that are bound by the emotion of love, we are not in need of forgiveness in its
strict sense, because we are already able to forget, condone or overcome what was done in
light of our love and loving relationship with the other.
However, before clarifying this issue further in the next section on political forgiveness, it is
important to point out that, according to Arendt, even love violates the integrity of the
wrongdoer if it forgives without having been asked to: “Is not forgiving without being asked
to really impertinent, or at least conceited – as though one said: Much as you tried, you could
not wrong me; charity has made me invulnerable?”694
For this reason, I also take it to be appropriate to assume that respect in an Arendtian
account of forgiveness operates as a guiding principle -even though Arendt herself does not
refer to it in that way. As a principle it enables us to orient the act of forgiveness,
independently of what one’s personal attitudes, beliefs and motivations in relation to the
offender may be. As a principle it guides instead of prescribes the act of forgiveness. In order
to forgive one needs to rely on one’s own capacity to judge and one has to remain sensitive to
the particularities of both the situation and the person one is confronted with. The principle
of respect thus orients but also leaves the spontaneity of human action intact. Forgiveness is
not a direct and automatic, but rather a spontaneous and sensitive - though unsentimental -,
unpredictable re-action.
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4.2. The Political Meaning of Forgiveness Revisited.

I have underscored the crucial role of the condition of plurality in Arendt’s account of
forgiveness. In doing so, I have discussed how her understanding of forgiveness as a political
activity has to be discerned from all conceptions that relate forgiveness to sympathy,
unconditional moral goodness, love and generosity. This way, her unconventional view on
the act of forgiveness comes sharply to the fore. It breaks with all traditional conceptions of
forgiveness and their presumptions about its operation and scope. Her view makes room for
examining forgiveness not merely as a moral enterprise and a challenge but as a political
practice. This, however, raises the question how this political practice is to be understood.
After the terror and horror of World War II and the holocaust, many of Arendt’s
contemporaries felt a strong need to find a new way to deal with the legacy of the past. It had
become clear that conventional methods were somehow not apt to deal with the impact and
consequences of those occurrences. This has given rise to an examination of new transitional
justice methods.695 It has also become clear that in dealing with large-scale atrocities the
traditional concepts of wrongdoing has become totally insufficient. It no longer makes sense
to conceive of wrongdoing as constituting a certain moral relation of guilt and debt between
an individual offender and an individual victim. Those “world-shattering wrongs”696 affect an
entire community very deeply and require an effort of post-conflict reconciliation that goes
beyond mere juridical practices. Within this context, a quest for the political role of
forgiveness has gained much attention. In recent decades, the potential of political
forgiveness has been stressed in many post-conflict situations that had to deal with grave
wrongs, such as the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South African, the Gacaca
Community Courts in Rwanda, the politics of reconciliation in Somalia, El Salvador and
Chile. In the next section, I will discuss the relevance of an Arendtian perspective to these
issues.
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4.2.1. Forgiveness in Political Context: Persisting Moral Presuppositions

Arendt’s view on the political character of forgiveness has a central role in the manifold
theoretical accounts of the political role of forgiveness. These accounts aim to examine the
role of forgiveness to restore communities in the aftermath of grave wrongs. However, it is
unfortunate that prominent religious leaders, such as Pope John Paul Two and Desmond
Tutu, have taken the increasing interest in forgiveness and Arendt’s reference to Jesus of
Nazareth as an occasion to plea for the Christian message of forgiveness in the public
space.697 Although Arendt explicitly aims to undo the historical figure of Jesus of its religious
connotations in order to reveal an experience that is neither moral nor religious in character,
the quest for the role of forgiveness in the public space is thus initially guided by a religious
politics. Within this religious politics the interpersonal character of forgiveness between
humans is emphasized (in contrast to the conception of forgiveness in The Old Testament
where it is a matter between men and God). However, the traditional moral assumptions
about forgiveness remain unaltered. As a result, discussions about the political meaning of
forgiveness primarily revolve around the possibilities and problems of a moral concept in a
political or public context.
While in public discourse many see new hope for politics, other philosophers, such as Jeffrie
Murphy, fear an uncritical promotion of forgiveness.698 On the one hand questions arise
regarding its compatibility with public and political institutions that defend the values of
liberalism and justice. On the other hand it is believed that as a moral ideal forgiveness risks
distortion and cheapening as soon as it enters the public space. Many scholars argue that, as
a rationally defensible ideal, forgiveness depends on the rich nature of our private
interpersonal relationships, and the space for trust, empathy, and emotional expression
afforded by them.699
However, in my view, these objections against the role of forgiveness in the public and
political realm are informed by the presupposition that forgiveness is essentially a moral and
private practice that is transferred to the public domain. The possibilities and problems of
forgiveness are thus considered in view of its applicability to a political context, rather than
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considered being intrinsically political in character. The description of its practice remains
merely moral.
This reliance on moral assumptions and descriptions can also be found in the views of many
defenders of forgiveness in a political context. Most of them seem aware of the specificity of
political relationships. Nevertheless, in stressing the importance of forgiveness, they often
refer to the acknowledgment of humanity as a kind of moral community every human being
by birth is impart to. This pre-existing human community is considered to be some kind of
moral fact that is known to everyone and needs no further clarification. It is assumed that in
forgiving, offenders are reconciled with this human community. This reflects the main
presupposition of all morality: the idea that, as a mere consequence of the fact that they
belong to the human race, every human being naturally shares some kind of ‘sameness’. We
are all considered to be brothers and sisters, or are supposed to share the same moral
abilities. Consequently, we are belonging in one way or another to the same natural human
moral community. This also reflects the main presupposition about forgiveness, namely that
it is an activity of moral restoration.
Christel Fricke for instance, refers in The Ethics of Forgiveness to forgiveness as a path for
setting up a new social relationship and for redefining its normative foundations.700 She thus
seems aware of the transformative task of forgiveness. However, she adds that forgiveness
involves a mutual acceptance of each other as members of the same human community: “At
the least, the involved parties will be able to accept each other as members of the same
human community, bound by norms which should have authority over all people.”701 This
means that, if the more political solution of founding a new community seems to be hard for
one reason or another, it always remains possible to rely on the fact that we all share the
same humanness. This implies that, in any case, morality has some kind of self-evident
authority over us: merely because we are human, we are able to understand the moral call
following from pre-existing and self-evident moral norms that apply to all of us. However, if
that were true, it raises the question as to why there would be any need to look for a more
complex social or even political solution. If we can simply rely on the fact that we share a set
of moral norms, as a plain result of our humanness, why would there be any reason for
making social appointments and for building political institutions?
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In Arendt’s view, there is one crucial reason for human beings to engage in politics: their
plurality. This plurality is not conceived of as something that disturbs or obscures moral
human relationships, rather it is the very condition of humanity itself. Arendt therefore
distinguishes between humans as all being part of the same human race (which we may call
humanness), which is the presupposition of morality, and humans as being essentially
determined by their individual presence in the world and thus by the condition of plurality
(which we may call humanity), which is the presupposition for their engagement in
deliberative politics.702 With this distinction in the presuppositions of morality and politics
she aims to point out that morality and its reliance on a shared humanness can never be a
foundation for politics. In order to clarify this in more detail, I will consider another
example.
In An Ethic for Enemies, Forgiveness in Politics Donald W. Shriver Jr. refers to a ‘fractured
human community’.703 This notion expresses the idea that the wholeness of the human
community is continually threatened and broken by conflict and enmity. Forgiveness and
reconciliation enable to overcome mutual alienation of human beings, caused by conflict
and social habit, and therefore enables to settle some form of co-existence or to form a new
community. In Shriver’s view, politics is thus conceived of as a response to some kind of evil,
which consists of the fact that the diversity of humans necessarily leads to alienation and
conflict. The task of forgiveness and reconciliation is to heal the wounds and to enable a new,
artificial community: a political one.704
It is significant that Shriver acknowledges that in many cases of political conflict
relationships cannot simply be restored. He gives account of the fact that something different
and new needs to be established. At the same time however, as is indicated by his use of the
term ‘alienation’, Shriver still assumes moral sameness to be the real condition and essence
of man. Due to social relations and conflict he is alienated from this original moral state.
Politics is thus conceived as offering a necessary solution to inevitably being chased away
from the moral paradise on earth. Consequently, Shriver does not recognize the political
singularity of men. He does not give account of the fact that plurality is just as much an
essential condition of existence of human beings as their belonging to the human race and to
a shared human moral community. However, as Arendt’s discussions of Totalitarianism and
The French Revolution point out, ignoring that this plurality is an essential condition for
702
703
704

David W. Shriver Jr., Forgiveness in Politics: An Ethic for Enemies (New York: University Press, 1995), 35.
Ibid., 38.
As such it is a classic example of social contract theory.

221

politics may exactly be the source of the kind of political evil that rises in serious political
conflict. This implies that, if we want to be able to understand and prevent such political evil,
we should be rather aware of the difference between a political and a moral relationship and
the conditions on which they rely. The existence of political conflict demonstrates that you
and I share the same world by holding a different view on it. Such conflict changes into
political evil as soon as a plurality of perspectives is ignored and reduced to one and the same
perspective. In serious political conflict, one people, considered to behave and think alike, is
set against another people. The remedy may be worse than the disease, if one tries to solve
such evil by taking all humans to be part of the same human moral community. Arendt’s
view makes clear that by considering humans as part of one race or people and thus as part
of one human moral community, one presses together all different individuals and their
unique perspectives on the world they are born in into one human body. A body that is
considered to act, behave and think alike, as if it were one and the same person.705
Moreover, as Hannah Arendt magnificently points out, morality cannot provide a sufficient
guard against political evil. Totalitarianism has demonstrated that morality turns out to be
nothing but customs. Moral customs have no more power of resistance than other customs,
when they are no longer grounded in lawfulness and shared citizenship.706 Therefore, we
need a political answer to political evil, an answer that is able to resist the moral perversions
that may come along with it.
The greatest challenge regarding dealing with political conflict is thus to take the essential
political condition of plurality seriously. This means that, instead of trying to settle conflicts
by relying on a supposed shared humanness, the political institutions that need to prevent
and response to political evil and injustice and that have to enable reconciliation, should in
one way or another reflect real political plurality. Similarly, political conflict is an excellent
challenge and invitation to resist any reference to shared moral sentiments and to reveal the
inherent political character and meaning of forgiveness.
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4.2.2. Towards a Sheer Political Concept of Forgiveness

Some scholars recognize that the political role of forgiveness can only be addressed and
understood if the traditional conceptions of what constitutes forgiveness are revised. They
explicitly aim to develop a sheer political concept of forgiveness, rather than to search for a
way to transfer a moral concept to a political context.
Some scholars argue that the objections against and problems with a political practice of
forgiveness arise from the predominant Emotional Model or standard account of forgiveness
that I discussed in the first chapter. They assert that the character of the political relation and
its related liberal institutions bring the need for a performative account to the fore.707 A
performative account takes the act of forgiveness to be a speech act rather than an emotional
transformation process. This is not only believed to be more appropriate but also sufficient
for describing what forgiveness is about.
Most illustrative for this view is Peter Digeser’s account. She is dissatisfied with the ordinary
understandings of forgiveness and their employment in politics.708 Many commonsensical
understandings of forgiveness are so burdened with psychological and religious assumptions
that their connection to politics is occluded, she claims.709 Moreover, in line with Arendt,
Digeser holds that the dream of universal reconciliation is not only illiberal but leads to
violence and terror.710 Therefore, she aims for a more rigorous, political conceptualization
that incorporates forgiveness into our theories about politics. In reference to Arendt’s
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assumption of the darkness of the human heart,711 she takes it to be crucial for the political
relation that action and behavior take precedence over motivation. Moreover, she holds that
politics must enable people to receive their due.712 Within this view, she conceives of political
forgiveness as an illocutionary act, the central effect of which is to release debtors or
transgressors from what they owe.713 For Digeser, political forgiveness should be conceived as
the releasing of a debt or giving up what is due. But since receiving our due is extremely
important to us, forgiveness can easily be squeezed out of consideration, as it stands in
conflict with justice. Nevertheless, Digeser argues, even when receiving one’s due remains an
important good, it is not necessarily the most important good. To open a space for a
conception of political forgiveness thus also requires challenging the assumptions of the
normal model of justice as ‘the constant and perpetual will to render everyone his due’.714
Ultimately, it calls for a settlement with the past such that it should no longer serve as a basis
for legitimate claims into the future: “This state of reconciliation is not a grand vision of
harmony or unity but a settling of past debts so that they do not haunt the future”.715 Digeser
argues that the success of this enterprise does not require an examination into the
sentiments of the forgiver. It also does not require the removal or the presence of any
particular motive. It requires not even a particular attitude, but it only requires a form of civil
behavior.716 Rather than an inner effort of self-enactment, it is a public act of self-disclosure.
Its success does not depend on the sentiments that may motivate it but rather on whether
one lives up to the public rules that govern its practice.717
Although Digeser’s view offers a valuable alternative for conceiving forgiveness in a moralpsychological manner, there are also some problems. Her liberal view sharply discerns one’s
existence as a political being from one’s existence as a private person. Her account is in line
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with a view that associates the political with political institutions and communities of
interest. Unfortunately however, this distinction between moral interpersonal relations and
political institutional relations is often used as an argument against the possibility of a
political concept of forgiveness. Griswold, for instance, rejects the possibility of a political
concept of forgiveness for this reason. He takes forgiveness to be an interpersonal act that
may sometimes have a political context. But he claims that there is no coherent concept of
political forgiveness that clearly distinguishes it from pardon, clemency, mercy, the dismissal
of debt, and interpersonal forgiveness. 718 He argues that “the political sphere possesses
structural characteristics, tensions, dynamics that in relevant and significant ways differ from
those present in the interpersonal context”.719 Moreover, he assumes that “forgiveness is
necessarily connected to the sentiments”.720 He therefore takes it to be “very doubtful that the
close connection between the moderation and the forswearing of resentment and
interpersonal forgiveness is reproducible at the political level”.721 Griswold holds that the
claim that political forgiveness may be specified by its lack of relation to sentiment is
misleading. He agrees that phrases such as ‘we regret’ or ‘we apologize’ are indeed speech
acts, but they are aimed at a different purpose. In these cases, he argues, we should not speak
of political forgiveness but rather of political apology.722 He claims that political apology and
interpersonal forgiveness share some common characteristics and basic assumptions. But
they are also distinct, due to the different areas of human life to which they respond.723
Clearly, his rejection of a political concept of forgiveness relies upon certain assumptions
about forgiveness that are far from self-evident. In arguing against a political concept of
forgiveness, Griswold is constantly taking his own paradigm of forgiveness as a criterion and
starting point.724 Consequently, he is actually assuming what has to be demonstrated, namely
that his model is the most accurate model for describing what exactly is taking place when
one forgives.
Furthermore, it turns out that both Griswold and Digeser are unable to give account of the
political moment in many of our interpersonal relations. A political moment is a moment in
which we appear to others as the distinct and spontaneous acting and speaking persons we
are. This does not necessarily imply a political relation defined by institutions and laws
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about what is our due. As a result of the liberal distinction between oneself as a private
person and oneself as a political person forgiveness is often discussed in relation to questions
regarding whether groups are able to have attitudes or whether heads of a state have the
right to forgive on behalf of their people.725 In line with this, it is sometimes argued that warm
feelings of deep affection cannot be expected in a political relation. Yet, certain moral
attitudes and sentiments do not require deep affection. Therefore it is argued that these
attitudes are apt to a political context and should be fostered.726
This abstract, formal and minimal conception of the political relation is unable to account
for the kind of political liberation forgiveness entails. This conception of the political relation
remains caught within moral assumptions about the liberation that forgiveness brings about.
Digeser’s concept of political forgiveness as the releasing of a debt entails the presupposition
that wrongdoing primarily constitutes a moral or financial debt and disturbs moral and
social equality. The aim of political forgiveness is thus to restore civic or moral equality or to
renew the debtor’s financial position. In line with this, she assumes that the task of
forgiveness is to invite for a restoration of a valued political relationship.727 However, the
conception of political forgiveness as not receiving what is due, assumes that all wrongdoing
and all actions with undesirable consequences can somehow be redeemed. Consequently,
the interdependency of forgiveness remains caught within a model of economic or moral
transaction and leaves the irreversibility of past actions out of view. However, it is precisely
this irreversibility that enables another conception of interdependency. Irreversibility
requires taking shared responsibility that goes beyond releasing a debt or restoring moral
equality. It requires accepting the burden of the past as a shared burden. Pamela Hieronymi
rightly highlights this aspect of forgiveness and puts it as follows:
[A]ny wrongdoing leaves in its wake some amount of damage or cost, be it physical,
financial, emotional, relational, or social. This is damage which the offender usually
cannot repair (“you can’t take it back”, as children learn), and which the offended
will, in any case, incur. The persistence of the damage threatens any attempt to leave
the past in the past, insofar as the damage testifies to the deed. The persisting
damage cannot be addressed in the same way as the persisting meaning of guilt. So
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here’s a further thing left for forgiveness to do: With forgiveness, the offended agrees
to bear in her own person the cost of the wrongdoing and to incorporate the injury
into her own life without further protest and without demand for retribution.
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Moreover, Hieronymi adds that this “very important aspect of forgiveness has been largely
overlooked in most accounts”729 and deserves “much better explication”.730 In a footnote she
examines the idea a bit further and refers to Jesus who provides his own blood as the blood
of sacrifice. She suggests that:
[O]ne might see this idea not as expressing the need for retribution (forgiveness is
typically an alternative to retribution) but rather as expressing the fairly
commonsensical view that when a wrong has been done someone will bear the cost of
731
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Consequently, she claims:
In forgiveness, the one wronged absorbs the cost, without retribution. Forgiveness
never comes cheaply. Without the shedding of blood, there is no forgiveness. (…)
Forgiveness is not simply a revision in judgment or a change in view or a wiping clean
or a washing away or a making new. Someone will bear the cost in his or her own
person. The wrong is less ‘let go of’ or washed away than it is digested or absorbed.
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Hieronymi’s view is quite relevant with respect to the establishment of a political concept of
forgiveness, since it brings to the fore that forgiveness does not amount to a salvation of sin
or a washing away of a moral stain. Forgiveness also does not restore a relation of moral
equality. Rather, it entails a liberation in which offender and victim agree in sharing the
burden of the past in such a way that it no longer precludes their future acting.
It thus becomes clear that in order to grasp forgiveness as an act of political liberation the
political relation should be conceived in a much more substantial manner. It must give
account of the fact that in a political relation one is not merely making transactions in order
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to regain either one’s self-respect or civic status. Rather, in a political relation one is acting
with each other, sharing not merely the same but also common concerns. This initiates an
interdependency that is not merely captured in terms of necessity and justification. Arendt’s
concepts of natality, spontaneity, plurality, irreversibility and love of the world turn out to be
very helpful in this respect.
This is clearly recognized by Andrew Schaap. He develops an agonistic account of political
reconciliation and political forgiveness in which Arendt’s view has a prominent role. Schaap
holds that both the realistic model of politics and the liberal model of politics trap political
forgiveness in Kolnai’s paradox. Since political necessity overlooks the wrongdoing for the
sake of social harmony, it gets implicated in the condonation of wrongdoing. When
subordinated to the dictates of moral reason in the liberal model, in contrast, it tends to
become redundant. In contrast to this Schaap proposes “an ethic of worldliness”733 in which
forgiveness is accorded a central role. Within this framework he takes Arendt’s fragility of
the web of human relationships and the freedom to begin anew as grounds for forgiveness.734
The starting point of Schaap’s view is that in political reconciliation and political forgiveness
the existence of a moral community preceding the political conflict cannot be presupposed.735
In many cases of political conflict one cannot rely upon such a pre-existing harmonious
moral relation. In reference to Antjie Krog, he claims that in societies divided by grave
wrongs, there might be ‘nothing to go back to’.736 For this reason, he takes the use of concepts
such as ‘restoration’ to describe reconciliation and forgiveness as problematic.
Within this view, Schaap acknowledges the peculiar “worldly” character of the political
relation. Following Arendt, he recognizes the condition of plurality and the attitude of
respect it requires. He also emphasizes that the political relationship and the ability of
forgiveness therein arise as a result of the possibility to hold a world in common:
Respect for the other as co-builder of a common world, which is the basis for
political forgiveness, differs from that Kantian form of respect that applies to
individuals as autonomous beings who share the universal capacity for reason.
Instead, it applies to individuals as political beings who share a particular world as
their common end. Although our sense of morality depends upon recognizing a
universal quality in the other such as dignity or sacredness on the basis of which we
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accord rights to all, in order to be politically relevant this quality cannot be attributed
to human nature but must be articulated and actualized through our belonging
within particular associations. As Arendt writes, ‘philosophy may conceive of the
earth as the homeland of mankind and of one unwritten law, eternal and valid for all.
Politics deals with men, nationals of many countries and heirs to many pasts’. To
forgive the other for the sake of the fragile world one holds in common with her is,
therefore, to forgive her in her neighbourly relation to us rather than on the basis of
our shared moral status as rational beings or creatures of God.
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Schaap also recognizes that the act of forgiveness is not only a reaction that arises from the
capacity of spontaneity, but also releases this capacity in the other. As such, he claims, it is a
response to the natality of the other:
[F]orgiveness undoes the meaning of the wrong by ceasing to recognize the other
only in terms of his past actions or those of his fellow group members. We undo the
meaning of the deed as evidence of the identity of the other. As Arendt puts it, to
forgive in this sense is to insist on seeing the individual as ‘more than whatever he
did or achieved’. Forgiveness, in this context, […] [invites] the other to disclose that
difference that exceeds his identity. […] We forgive the other ‘what’ he is (our
transgressor) for the sake of ‘who’ he might reveal himself to be through action.

738

Schaap captures quite well what I discussed in the previous chapter in regard to the
distinction between act and agent forgiveness is making. However, his view on political
forgiveness also involves some problematic claims, which preclude a substantial
understanding of the political relation and the political interdependent liberation that is
enabled by it. He understands the condition of plurality as a constant agonistic striving and
contestation of ideological hegemony and power. This view is based on the political theories
of Chantal Mouffe and Carl Schmitt.739 Within this view, Arendt’s conception of the frailty of
human relationships and the condition of natality receive an agonistic turn. Schaap argues
that forgiveness entails both a world-delimiting and a world-rupturing moment. As a
response to the frailty of the world (or the intangible web of human relationships),
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forgiveness appears in its world-delimiting moment. It brings a determining process of
interaction to an end. As a response to the natality of the other, Schaap claims, it appears in
its world-rupturing moment. It affirms and re-affirms the possibility of a new beginning.740
The interpretation of the possibility of beginning as a world-rupturing moment illustrates
Schaap’s agonistic view of politics. This view is shaped by a fear of ideological narratives that
suppress conflicting narratives of minorities. For Schaap, the meaning of the acts and wrongs
of the world are claims that always are to be contested. On the one hand, he takes forgiveness
to be a political undertaking and a struggle to settle the meaning of past claims.741 On the
other hand, however, he holds that a narrative about the past should always remain
contestable. The meaning of reconciliation should therefore never be determined in advance
and reconciliation should not aim at definite closure and harmony.742 Similarly, in Schaap’s
view, the frailty of human relationships is not merely a result of the unpredictability of
human action. For him, the political relation is and needs to be a constant struggle at risk of
enmity as well. Forgiveness limits the consequences of an act, which lends the world its
stability without being ideological.
It thus turns out that in Schaap’s view the liberation of forgiveness consists of the freedom to
have a conflicting narrative of the past. With the right to have conflicting views, one aims at
social and political equality. But this agonistic conception of plurality as a constant struggle
rather fails to conceive of the interdependent world-building activity of forgiveness. By
conceiving of the political relation as an agonistic striving for recognition of one’s narrative
and interpretation about the past, Schaap fails to see that Arendt’s concept of worldliness
rather transcends the opposition between a consensus- and dissensus-centred view of
politics. She perceives of common sense, understood as the possibility to solidly orient and
understand oneself in the world, as something that can only come into being in plurality.
By conceiving of the political relation as one that is essentially one of conflict, disagreement,
struggle and agonistic striving, Schaap in fact adopts a very classical philosophical view of
the other as one’s adversary. Within this view, friendship arises as a necessary solution in
countering foreign power.743 It should be noted that Schmitt’s concept of politics, on which
740
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Schaap’s view relies, takes politics as what should safeguard against domination by others. It
is a concept of politics that relies on a concept of freedom as self-mastery. It is in the absence
of domination and interference of others that we are able to experience freedom. However,
in Arendt’s view, the interpersonal act of forgiveness rather results from non-sovereign
freedom. Here, the other is not portrayed as an adversary who aims to force upon me his
narrative of the past, but as one who, in his distinct uniqueness helps my distinct uniqueness
and my narrative to come to the fore.
In order to conceive of the liberation of forgiveness as relying upon a relation of shared
responsibility, I take it to be helpful to draw, in conclusion, attention to the notion of Ubuntu.
Ubuntu is held to have had an important role in the relative success of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission.744 It is a religious worldview holding that everything that exists
and ever has existed – not only plants, animals, humans and their ancestors but also the
universe as a whole – is alive and intimately connected and interdependent for its health and
well-being. However, it is possible to refer to its ethics of interdependency without
necessarily subscribing the related spiritual worldview. The notion of Ubuntu or
‘Interconnectedness-towards-wholeness’, as Antjie Krog translates it, captures quite well
how an entire society is affected by wrongdoing.745 As a result, the burden has to be shared
and needs to be relieved not only publicly but also in interaction with and in view of the
community as a whole.746
In the worldview of Ubuntu it is believed that our humanity depends on our
interconnectedness with others. We realize ourselves as persons through our
interconnectedness not only with those within the community, but also with strangers or
outsiders.747 Moreover, humanity is not characterized by what we share by the mere fact that
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we are all humans - as biological creatures sharing the same human nature. Instead,
humanity needs to be attained and taken care off:
[…] personhood is not bestowed on somebody simply through birth, but is something
to be acquired; personhood is something at which an individual could fail.748

Krog points out that the Christian commissioners of the TRC interpreted interconnectedness
as something we can rely on in the reconciliation process in order to experience a shared
pain and to feel compassion with each other. However, she claims, it had an altogether
different meaning for the South African people. For the South African people wrongdoing
causes a break in interconnectedness. The Christians referred to Ubuntu as an omnipresent
collective source of healing. But the South African people underlined the break-down in
interconnectedness. They expressed their concerns about how this break could be healed.
Victims sometimes made suggestions about education and financial help for the offender.
They express the hope that this would help restoring the break in interconnectedness.749
In Ubuntu or ‘Interconnectedness-towards-wholeness’, Krog argues, reconciliation and
forgiveness cannot be separated. They are mutually dependent. One cannot forgive without
reconciling and one cannot reconcile without forgiveness. Forgiveness is thus not merely a
moral-psychological individual process, but it also is in need of reconciliatory acts with
others that help to restore interconnectedness itself. Only then an act of forgiveness can
recover the other, ourselves and all others in the community. To underline the importance of
reconciliation for the restoration of ‘Interconnectedness-towards-wholeness’, Krog refers to a
statement of a witness in the TRC:
This thing called reconciliation…if I am understanding it correctly … if it means this
perpatrator, this man who has killed Christopher Piet, if it means he becomes human
again, this man, so that I, so that all of us, get our humanity back … then I agree, then
I support it all.750
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In my view, the notion of Ubuntu or ‘interconnectedness-towards-wholeness’ entails a
conception of the liberation involved in forgiveness that diverges from any direct, individual
moral-psychological liberation. It also refrains from addressing an omnipresent condition of
humanness on which we may rely. It is held that humanity has to be evoked in someone. The
notion of Ubuntu thus illustrates that in taking care of the interdependent conditions
through which we operate as human persons, we give rise to a broad shared liberation that
exceeds the individual moral-psychological level. By doing so, we do not aim to escape our
dependence of others by mastering their influence on us, but rather we admit, embrace and
take care of our non-sovereignty in order to take our responsibility as interdependent human
persons.

4.3. From Shared Humanness to Interdependent Responsibility

In this chapter I have argued that it is only possible to conceive of the political role of
forgiveness if one gives account of the specificity of political relations. In Arendt’s view, one’s
existence as a moral being crucially differs from one’s existence as a political being. Whereas
morality assumes that all human beings ultimately are the same as they possess the same
capacities for moral judgment, politics is grounded in human’s plurality or distinct
uniqueness. Therefore, one’s membership of the political community cannot be derived
from one’s membership of the moral community and vice versa. This distinction is well
summarized by Schaap:
As Arendt observes, morality may require us to imagine the ‘earth as the homeland
of all mankind’ and to presuppose ‘one unwritten law, eternal and valid for all’.
Politics, however, does not deal with ‘Man’ in the abstract (as autonomous, rational
being, subject to the laws he gives to himself) but with men in their plurality (as
earthbound creatures who belong to different communities and are ‘heirs to many
pasts’).
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Schaap therefore argues that, with respect to political reconciliation and forgiveness, the
moral community cannot be hypostatized as an ultimate end in terms of which our present
relations should be regulated.752 Moreover, in societies that are divided by past wrongs, the
existence of harmonious moral relations that precede the conflict cannot be presupposed
and relied upon.753 The irreversibility of concrete past wrongs and the distinct existence of a
plurality of actors and their narratives preclude relying upon a common moral source to
solve political conflict. Forgiveness therefore calls for an act of transformation rather than
restoration. Schaap holds that political reconciliation “depends on citizens discovering good
grounds to want to share a polity at all with their historical enemy or oppressor”.754 Hence, an
adequate articulation of the specificity of the political relation, grounded in plurality, and
shaped by the contingency of human spontaneous and irreversible human action is crucial
to make sense of the political role of forgiveness.
However, in Arendt’s view, the specificity of political relations and the distinction between
the political and the moral community is not grasped by making a distinction between the
institutional, political and public domain on the one hand and the moral and interpersonal
domain on the other. Arendt’s assumption of a distinction between moral and political
communities is not a distinction that refers to distinguished areas of human life, with
different structural characteristics, tensions and dynamics.755 In Arendt’s view, the distinction
between the moral and the political rather consists of the way in which we relate to others. In
morality one primarily relates to oneself, to one’s moral values and capacities and to one’s
conscience. The relationships with others are derived from these attitudes towards oneself.
In politics, in contrast, the appearance of a plurality of others and the possibility to take
initiative and speak and act with them is primary. The political relationship, Arendt argues,
is grounded in experiences which nobody could ever have with himself and which are
entirely based on the presence of others.756
For Arendt, the political relation is thus also an interpersonal relation. In contrast to Digeser
and Griswold, she does not identify political relations with institutional relations and their
representatives. In Arendt’s view, laws and institutions do not constitute political relations
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that are distinct from interpersonal relations, but rather they delimit and moderate
interpersonal political relations and interactions. In Arendt’s view, political relations arise
from the capacity to act with others. Everywhere and anytime when human beings act,
political relations and political communities arise. The capacity to take initiative is present
from birth. Therefore, we are not dependent upon institutions and laws to engage in political
relations. Nevertheless, institutions and laws guarantee that the power of joint acting in a
community is not vanishing. They hold the community of acting peoples together and
guarantee the distance that is required for acting.757 It is only because Arendt takes the
political relation to be an omnipresent, interpersonal relation that she is able to conceive of
forgiveness as an intrinsically political capacity. For her, forgiveness is not a moral virtue that
is transferred to the public domain, but it rather is an inherent political and interdependent
practice. As an interpersonal political practice it constantly helps to safeguard and restore
the freedom and distance among human beings that is required for joint acting. This view on
the political relation thus avoids and dismantles much of the doubts and problems that arise
in regard to the applicability of a moral concept in a political context. It enables us to
perceive of forgiveness as an indispensable political practice and thus as an intrinsically
political concept.
In Arendt’s view, it is this distance between people that is constitutive for the interpersonal
political relation. Therefore, the articulation of forgiveness as a constitutive part of political
plural and interdependent relations precludes referring to sentiments and passions such as
love, sympathy and compassion. These sentiments rely on our shared human nature. This
does not imply that they necessarily abolish all distinctions between human beings.
Griswold for instance explicitly holds that Adam Smith’s notion of sympathy, on which he
relies, differs from any form of contagion. It is not simple affectivity without little or no
cognition at work, as for instance when an infant catches the mood or feeling conveyed by
another’s weeping. It is also not a form of more complex cognitive contagion, in which we
look for something that is pleasing to us in order to experience you being pleased.758 Griswold
rather contends that sympathy, in a Smithean sense, enables the capacity of “understanding
the other’s purposes as generating reasons for feeling and action, reasons as independent of
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one’s own”.759 He argues that this also provides a space that is needed for evaluation. The
capacity to enter sympathetically into what it would be like for another to lose his son
involves that one may disapprove of another’s reaction to losing his son.760 However, it is
clear that this capacity of sympathy depends on what is similar to human beings. Griswold
relies upon Smith’s account of sympathy in order to point out that the recognition of our
shared humanity is crucial for forgiveness. He takes Smithean sympathy to articulate “our
fundamental understanding of others as 'being like us’”.761 The capacity of sympathy refers to
our natural similarities and inclinations as human beings rather than what makes us all
irreducibly different and unique - our acts. Consequently, in Arendt’s view, these sentiments
destroy the distance that is required for responsible human action.
It is important to point out that for Arendt these sentiments are not merely moral sentiments.
Since they are grounded in our shared human nature, they also manifest themselves as social
capacities. For Arendt the social is closely related to the activity of labor, which is bound to
natural and biological processes. Therefore, in Arendt’s view, sentiments such as
compassion, pity and charity also tend to reduce humans to their neediness as natural
beings. These sentiments bring the laws of necessity and neediness into the domain of
freedom and action. For Arendt, freedom and plurality are crucially at odds with necessity
and determined natural processes. As a result, these sentiments, which are bound to the
necessity of our shared human nature, rather destroy both the space for free human action
and the spontaneity of the act of forgiveness. Sentiments, such as compassion and sympathy,
are compelling natural sentiments. Therefore, they are incompatible with the free act of
forgiveness that, in its spontaneity, rather addresses the other as another distinct and free
actor. Forgiveness does not address the other as a human being that is subject to all kinds of
inclinations, weaknesses and temptations. In Arendt’s view, forgiveness is not a response to
our shared human fallibility but rather a response to the irreversibility of free action. In her
account, human’s vulnerability does not appear as a natural weakness or propensity to sin
but rather as the absence of omnipotence.
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Arendt’s account of forgiveness as a political act therefore reveals our interdependent
responsibility instead of our shared humanness. She holds that the irreversibility of
wrongdoing is like a burden on one’s shoulders. She opposes this burden to the Christian
idea of sin according to which the wrong arises out of the person. In elaborating the meaning
of reconciliation in an early note in her Denktagebuch, she conceptualizes reconciliation as a
political solidarity that is free from the universal sinfulness of Christian and moral political
theology. One does not reconcile with the existence of an evil soul or with a sinful humanity
but rather with a world containing the “actually existing wrong”.762 As Roger Berkowitz puts
it:
The wrong is not something internal to the person and thus it does not poison the
inner and moral quality of the person. Instead, the burden on one’s shoulders is one’s
fate, what has been given.763

Arendt holds that “the reconciling man resolves himself (…) to be responsible-with (…), but
in no circumstances guilty-with (…) the wrongdoer and his wrong”.764 Roger Berkowitz holds
that reconciliation therefore allows for the development of a common world.765
Similarly, forgiveness rises out of a concern for human relationships, freedom and a love of
the world. It invites to take responsibility for the world we share instead of resigning oneself
either to one’s shared weaknesses or an eternal higher destiny. Arendt points out how this
love of the world stands in opposition to the Christian love of one’s neighbor or St.
Augustine’s caritas. The ideal of loving one’s neighbour as one’s self is an expression of one’s
love of God and his creation. But this love of one’s neighbour does not acknowledge the
neighbour’s singularity and worldly existence. 766 It is a universal love that renders all
distinctions between persons irrelevant. One’s neighbour is not loved for his uniqueness, but
for his sameness. He is loved because he is part of God’s creation. But, as Schaap points out,
only the concrete situation of worldly interdependence makes the appearance of the other as
a friend or enemy relevant to us. The love of one’s neighbor is thus a love of the source of
one’s being (God) instead of a love of the particular person that appears before me.767 In
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caritas, humans love their neighbors for the sake of God. Consequently, they are not loved for
their own sake, but rather used as vehicles to gain salvation and to become part of God’s
eternal love.768 Moreover, Schaap claims, this universal love establishes a community with the
other that is too abstract to realize any meaningful ‘we’ in the world. Arendt also holds that,
as a result, this world becomes like what the desert was for the people of Israel: a place where
they lived not in houses but in tents. Therefore, she wonders whether it would not be better
to love the world and be at home in the world.769 Her account of politics and the elaboration
of plurality, respect and spontaneity regarding forgiveness are an examination of this love of
the world and worldly relations. The love of the world enables to appear as responsible
interdependent actors. Arendt’s principle of respect addresses the other person as a
particular, free and responsible agent. In an act of forgiveness one invites to share the burden
of the wrong that took its place in the common world in order to try to be at home in that
world again. However, this love of the world also enables to judge what is absolutely beyond
our human power to repair and thus remains unforgivable.
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5. The Political Conscience

In this chapter, I will explain that Arendt’s conception of unforgivable acts and the limits of
human power enable a more profound understanding of the role of conscience, remorse and
responsibility in forgiveness. First, I will demonstrate that Arendt’s conception of
unforgivable acts crucially differs from the common conception that it is an extreme and
unacceptable moral transgression. Instead, Arendt’s notion of the unforgivable refers to what
deprives us of the capacity of spontaneous action and shared power. I will argue that in
Arendt’s view, the unforgivable rises from the delusion of omnipotence, which entails a
denial of the condition of plurality. Moreover, it results from the dominance of ideology,
which entails a denial of one’s capacity to act spontaneously. Consequently, I will argue that
what renders these acts unforgivable is not their extremity, but rather the way in which they
no longer reveal a human acting person as their agent. As a result, it becomes impossible to
forgive, since there is no agent left for the sake of who one may forgive. I point out how this
also enables a completely different view on the condition of remorse than is relied upon in
most contemporary accounts. Instead of repudiating one’s acts, remorse implies ‘tracing back
one’s steps’. It entails accepting one’s deeds as inseparable from whom one has appeared to
be. I argue that only when one is able to trace back one’s steps and to assume responsibility
for what one did - even when the consequences differ from what one has intended -, one may
be liberated by the interdependent power of forgiveness.
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5.1. From Ultimate Moral Challenge to the Limits of Human Power

5.1.1. The Unforgivable as Moral Impossibility

Arendt takes forgiveness to be a very powerful human capacity, which is ultimately
grounded in the omnipresent fundamental human capacity for making new beginnings.
However, she does not take the power of forgiveness to be unlimited. According to her, it is
not possible to forgive every possible deed. She assumes that there are evil deeds that
categorically fall beyond human power and thus are unforgivable by definition. In The
Human Condition she claims that we are unable to forgive what we cannot punish and to
punish what has turned out to be unforgivable. 770 Vladimir Jankélévich also describes
unforgivable crimes as somehow irreparable, inexpiable. He also stresses the similarity with
the inability to punish them and sketches the sense of powerlessness they cause.771 However,
this part of Arendt’s account on forgiveness has received much criticism. Yet, in my view, the
notion of the unforgivable is no less criticized than misunderstood and undervalued.
Therefore, in this chapter I will clarify Arendt’s understanding of the unforgivable. In doing
so, I emphasize its relevance for her alternative conception of forgiveness.
A classical argument against the notion of the unforgivable can be found in Trudy Govier’s
account. Addressing the idea of the unforgivable in general rather than specifically Arendt’s
account, Govier claims that unforgivable deeds do not automatically render their agents
unforgivable. She refers to Hampton, who holds that if we come to understand their desires
and emotions, we may come to regard even the perpetrators of atrocities as human beings
like ourselves rather than moral monsters.772 She also cites Desmond Tutu’s claim that we
should discern between monstrous deeds and their agents:
[T]here are people in South Africa who have committed the most unbelievable
atrocities and I am willing for their deeds to be labelled [sic.] with the harshest of
epithets: monstrous, diabolical, even devilish. However, monstrous deeds do not turn
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the perpetrators into monsters. A human person does not ultimately lose his or her
humanity, which is characterised by the divine image in which every individual is
773

created.

In both Govier’s and Tutu’s view the idea reappears that I have discussed in the context of
Hampton’s account. It is the idea that a human being always retains a divine and pure moral
core that remains unaffected by what they do to others and to the world. Govier agrees with
Tutu that a wrongdoer “may have clothed himself in evil, but he should not be regarded as
immoral to the core”.774 With this, she supports the Christian outlook, which purports a
distinction must be made between evil deeds and those who committed them.775 She argues
we must “have faith in the inner decency of all human beings, even of those who would seem
to be among the worst among us.”776 In contrast to Hampton’s view, however, Govier’s view is
completely unconditional. Hampton holds a more cautious position. Hampton claims that
when a perpetrator shows no sign of acknowledgement it may be self-deception to believe
that ‘deep down’ he is still morally decent. Sometimes the only conclusion is that someone
will never repent and thus will turn out to be unforgivable. Although Hampton argues that
one must principally believe in an inner moral core in every human being, she has a
conditional account of forgiveness. Forgiveness turns out to be conditional on the offender’s
acknowledgment and his or her lack of repentance. It is the condition of repentance that
discerns the agent from his deeds and this makes a perpetrator forgivable. In contrast to
Hampton, Govier rejects the idea that we may conceive of a wrongdoer as rotten to the core if
he shows no sign of repentance.777 She takes Hampton’s conditional position to be morally
justifiable and holds it as a valuable reason for not forgiving. Nevertheless, she assumes that
we have to see a wrongdoer as a human being who always retains the potential for moral
change and reform - even if they have committed heinous deeds - and thus always as
principally forgivable:778
The insistence that some persons cannot reform, and the a priori distrust required to
preserve that belief strike me as objectionable. We go too far if we insist that some
people have become so indelibly evil that there is no possibility of their moral
773
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change. […] The point is, persons can change. Many persons do change, and even
779

some persons who have been guilty of appalling evil do change.

Govier argues that there is a significant anomaly in the philosophical literature on
forgiveness. She claims that forgiveness is something we extend or do not extend towards
persons and fundamentally affects relationships between persons. Yet, in the literature it is
deeds that are said to be unforgivable.780 She holds that we can, and do, say that deeds are
‘unforgivable’ as a way of uttering our strong moral disapprobation. They entail an insult to
humanity and to moral principles that may be profound. However, she maintains, this
should not make us forget that it is persons who are the object of our forgiveness or lack of
forgiveness. 781 Govier takes it to be a big mistake to infer a permanent evil in their person
from the atrociousness of their deeds:
It is to omit considering the possibility of moral change in such persons, regarding
them as deeply and permanently evil. To do so is to ignore their human capacity for
moral choice and change, which is the very foundation of human worth and dignity.
[…] The moral challenge is not to hold out a gauntlet against those who have
committed evil but to encourage them to acknowledge wrongdoing and undertake a
commitment to fundamental moral change.
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Govier therefore holds that the existence of unforgivable deeds offers a moral challenge to
re-invite offenders in the moral community.
Derrida’s well-known argument against both Jankélévitch and Arendt - that it are precisely
the crimes that seem unforgivable that require forgiveness - is in line with this. Derrida
opposes both Arendt’s assumption that we are unable to forgive what we cannot punish and
vice versa. He also rejects Jankélévitch’ assumption that forgiveness no longer has a meaning
when the crime has become “‘inexpiable’, ‘irreparable’, out of proportion to all human
measure”.783 Derrida explores an alternative route, namely the option that forgiveness only
becomes possible from the moment that it appears impossible: “Its history would begin, on
the contrary, with the unforgivable.”
779
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This way, Derrida conceptualizes the unforgivable as
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an inevitable part of a moral paradox. The paradox results from the effort of responding
morally to what precisely violates morality. He claims that one should not try to solve the
moral paradox of forgiveness. On the contrary, for Derrida, forgiveness implies that one
should push this paradox to the extreme and try to stand it.785 By doing so, Derrida’s position
is in fact a postmodern version of the mainly religiously inspired classical unconditional
position in Govier’s account. That unconditional position starts from the idea that, whatever
an offender does, it is principally impossible for him to exclude himself from the moral
community. Merely because he is a human being, he always remains part of the human
moral community. Within this view, it is precisely the task of morality to overcome what
insults and violates morality and its principles. Evil is conceived as an outstanding invitation
to take a moral attitude and to fulfill oneself as a moral person.786 Consequently, this position
also implies a kind of moral inaccessibility and inviolability or immunity. In Derrida’s
postmodern version, the fulfillment of oneself as a moral person entails the ability to stand,
at least in theoretical respect, the moral tension between a strong moral disapprobation of
the wrong and the inclusive attitude of forgiveness.787
The notion of the unforgivable also gained approval in the public discourse on forgiveness.
But the terminology used to describe what renders a deed unforgivable is also mainly moral.
It similarly suggests that the boundary that is crossed by these particular crimes is a mere
moral one. Simultaneously, it is also regularly stressed that those crimes are of a special kind,
which render all common moral terms useless. This, however, is only considered to be a sign
of the extreme immorality of the acts. In line with this, the term atrocity has been introduced
to indicate such profound immoral acts. 788 Most illustrative for this understanding
concerning the nature of the crimes and what renders them unforgivable are some of the
commentaries following Simon Wiesenthal’s autobiographical story, described in The
785
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Sunflower.789 In this book, Wiesenthal describes how he, while he was imprisoned in a Nazi
concentration camp, was invited to the bedside of a dying SS member, who wanted to ask
forgiveness from a Jew. The soldier confesses to Wiesenthal how he participated in the
shooting of Jews who tried to escape a church that has been set to fire after they were forced
to collect there. After listening to the story of the SS member, Wiesenthal left without saying
anything. But for the rest of his life, he wondered whether he did the right thing. Therefore,
he asked many others specialists to comment on this issue and he received responses from
theologians, political leaders, jurists, Holocaust survivors and victims of attempted genocide
in Bosnia, Cambodia, China and Tibet. Some explicitly stress that the SS soldier has forfeited
the opportunity to be forgiven once and for all.790 Sidney Shachow, a holocaust survivor who
served most of his adult life in the military, claims to “know something about combat
training and about what war can do to a person”.791 But he holds that this man defies any
extenuating circumstance. He managed “to overcome the voice within him that said a person
cannot murder innocent men, woman and children and still call himself a human being”.792
In allowing himself to be changed into a foul beast and in doing the unforgivable, he gave up
his moral life and soul to his leader and his state.793 Lawrence Langer, writer of several books
on the holocaust, also refers to the fact that the SS-member has forfeited his moral integrity
the moment he agreed in shooting innocent peoples. At that point, Langer argues, when the
SS soldier agreed in shooting instead of deferring to a higher authority and disobeying the
order, he failed the test of integrity and he permanently cut himself off from the possibility of
forgiveness.794 But, remarkably, Langer not merely refers to the unforgivable as indicating a
moral deficit. He also emphasizes the uncommon nature of the crimes and the impossibility
to grasp them in moral terms:
Words like ‘wrong’ and ‘misdeed’ grew up in a universe of discourse oblivious to
places like Auschwitz and Majdanek, where gas chambers and crematoria
flourished. The long list of exonerating terms that appear in The Sunflower –
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atonement and expiation, repentance and absolution, guilt and forgiveness – to me
reflects a valiant but misguided and ultimately doomed effort to reclaim for a
familiar vocabulary an event that has burst the frame of conventional judgmental
795

language.

According to him, there are atrocities that are beyond guilt and atonement.796 They are “so
outrageous that they condemn the soul of the sinner to eternal damnation before his
death”.797 Mark Goulden, a British journalist and worker for humanitarian causes claims that
the human mind is simply incapable of comprehending the magnitude and mathematics of
such slaughter.798 Its sheer enormity deprives us from any tool to grasp what has happened.
He also refers to the murderers as monsters. By doing so, he aims to indicate how they cross
the border of what is morally conceivable in uttering simultaneously a strong moral
condemnation.799
It thus becomes clear that the arguments that these commentators provide in explaining
what renders this murderer unforgivable rely on a straightforward conditional account of
morality.800 Its proponents don’t believe in an inviolable inner moral core that can be
distinguished from one’s acts. The moral outrageousness of a crime indicates a profound
moral failure of the offender, which forfeits his moral integrity and his humanity. As a result
of the failure in his moral capacities, he can no longer be conceived as a moral human being
and therefore he is excluded from the moral domain. The moral destructive character of the
crimes he has committed excludes him from the moral community as a whole. As a result of
this excessiveness and inhumanness, our common moral language and juridical categories
fall short in addressing such crimes. In line with this, the language of forgiveness is also
supposed to fall short as a moral way of dealing with them, since forgiveness can in no way
be morally justified.
In view of both the recounted critique and approval of the notion of the unforgivable, it
should be stressed that Arendt’s account of the unforgivable has to be distinguished from
these views. Her account of the unforgivable is very specific. For Arendt the unforgivable
does not result from an inability to comprehend how human beings are able to commit such
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enormous atrocities. The notion does not refer to what exceeds our imagination and lies
beyond our human capacity for empathy. It also does not refer to the factual endless injustice
of millions of victims who are no longer able to speak for themselves, as some users of the
notion take into account.801 In her view, it is also neither related to the large scale on which
the atrocities took place, nor to the enormous amount of dead. In an interview with Günther
Gaus Arendt claims “this should never have happened”.802 But she continues that it is not
because of the great amount of dead, but rather because we will never be able to come to
terms with what happened. 803 It is neither meant as an utterance of absolute moral
disapprobation, nor does it deny that humans always remain capable of reform, but rather it
is concerned with what is within our power to repair.
For Arendt, the finding that there are crimes that defy our moral categories precisely points
out that the unforgivable cannot be described in moral terms. With the notion of the
unforgivable she does not refer to how an offender forfeits his moral integrity in committing
an atrocity that breaks all moral rules and values. The existence of unforgivable deeds is
what makes her believe that not moral rules or standards hold someone back of being
involved in such atrocities. Instead, the capacity of thinking constitutes one’s moral integrity
and provides the only moral barrier. Arendt assumes that without ‘the wind of thought’
which dissolves what is fixed,804 moral rules tend to be nothing but table manners, which
may change overnight.805 It is thus precisely in sticking thoughtless to pre-scribed moral
rules, standards, and the logic of an idea that it becomes possible to do the unforgivable. For
her, the notion of ‘the unforgivable’ also does not refer to fixed inner moral capacities or
deficits. Instead, it refers to the way in which an act, of whatever moral category, constitutes a
major obstacle for future human relations and engagements. It does not merely exceed our
moral categories, but also our shared power to act. She assumes that Eichmann, for instance,
should be hanged and thus not forgiven. She argues that he should be hanged, not because
he failed to think about what he was doing, but rather because he – as a result of this – was
not prepared to share the world with others:806

801
See for instance Govier’s discussion of Berel Lang’s view on the unforgivable: Govier, “Forgiveness and the
Unforgivable,” 65.
802
Arendt, “‘What Remains? The Language Remains’: Interview with Günter Gaus,” in Essays in
Understanding, 1930-1954: Formation, Exile, Totalitarianism (New York: Shocken Books, 1994), loc. 787 of 8854.
803
Ibid.
804
Arendt, “Thinking,” 174.
805
Arendt, “Some Questions of Moral Philosophy,” 50.
806
Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem, 300.

246

We are concerned here only with what you did, and not with the possible
noncriminal nature of your inner life and of your motives or with the criminal
potentialities of those around you. […] Let us assume , for the sake of the argument,
that it was nothing more than misfortune that made you a willing instrument in the
organization of mass murder; there still remains the fact that you have carried out,
and therefore actively supported, a policy of mass murder. For politics is not like the
nursery; in politics obedience and support are the same. And just as you supported
and carried out a policy of not wanting to share the earth with the Jewish people and
the people of a number of other nations – as though you and your superiors had any
right to determine who should and who should not inhabit the world – we find that
no one, that is, no member of the human race, can be expected to want to share the
earth with you. This is the reason, and the only reason, you must hang.

807

For Arendt, precisely the acts that are performed without any special intention to do evil are
most capable of posing an enormous obstacle for human acting and destroying the shared
power to act. This is what she calls – in a somewhat unfortunate way - the banality of evil.

5.1.2. The ‘Skandalon’: What Human Power Cannot Remove

In The Human Condition Arendt refers to the unforgivable as an offense that neither can be
punished nor forgiven. As I explained before, for Arendt punishment and forgiveness are not
opposites, but rather alternative ways of interrupting a course of events. She holds that men
are unable to forgive what they cannot punish and to punish what has turned out to be
unforgivable.808 This analogy of the ability to punish and to forgive clearly points out that for
Arendt the unforgivable does not result from an inability to justify forgiveness. The
unforgivable in Arendt’s view has nothing to do with what is inexcusable and thus puts an
impossible demand on us to overcome in a paradoxical way on moral grounds what in fact,
from a moral point of view, should not be overcome.809 For her, the unforgivable does not rise
from a tension between law and love, or between the need for condemnation and the need
for reconciliation and rehabilitation. It does also not refer to a demonic understanding of
evil. For Arendt, the unforgivable is rather defined by what lies beyond human power, but
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not in a diabolic sense. In her view, both punishment and forgiveness are achievements of
human power. They enable to come to terms with what we can impossibly make undone.
But the form of crime and willed evil she calls, in line with Kant, ‘radical evil’ and which she
takes to be very rare, destroys all human power and the human realm in which power may
arise.810 She takes the Nazi-crimes to be of this sort. She thus takes her own generation to be
exceptional witnesses of the rare outbursts of such crimes on the public scene. Nevertheless,
she holds that still very little is known about their nature:
All we know is that we can neither punish nor forgive such offenses and that they
therefore transcend the realm of human affairs and the potentialities of human
power, both of which they radically destroy wherever they make their appearance.
Here, where the deed itself dispossesses us of all power, we can indeed only repeat
with Jesus: ‘It were better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and
811

he cast into the sea’

For Arendt, just retribution is the only possible way to deal with such crimes.812 In regard to
this type of crimes, the remedy of forgiveness is powerless. The only solution that seems to
be left is one derived from the activity of work: to destroy what has been made. In her later
essay Some Questions of Moral Philosophy (in which she does not only contends that the
problem of willed evil is explained away by moral philosophy but in which she also explores
the problem of the ‘banality’ of evil) she repeats her statement that there are unforgivable
crimes. Jesus defines these crimes as a ‘stumbling stone’, a skandalon, which human powers
cannot remove. Therefore it can only be destroyed:
The skandalon is what is not in our power to repair – by forgiving or by punishment –
and what therefore remains an obstacle for all further performances and doings. And
the agent is not somebody who, in the Platonic understanding, can be reformed
through punishment or, if he is beyond improvement, will offer through his
sufferings a deterrent example for others; the agent is an offender to the world order
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as such. He is, to take another of Jesus’ metaphors, like the weed, ‘the tares in the
813

field’, with which one can’t do anything except destroy them, burn them in the fire.

According to Arendt, there are crimes that are unforgivable, simply because they destroy all
human relations and therefore also the possibility of gaining power by acting with others.
Therefore, they also destroy the possibility of the powerful remedy of forgiveness. Because
some acts are such a substantial threat to human plurality and action, Arendt holds that a
community has no other option than removing the agent of such acts.
The skandalon she refers to in defining the unforgivable is not merely a perverse moral
violation, crossing a moral boundary, but it is a stumbling stone. It is an object, an evil that
irremovably takes its place and to which the members of a community willy-nilly have to
relate. It thus not only concerns a fundamental and unacceptable infringement of the moral
integrity, but also indicates its manifest reality in the world we share. Arendt thus conceives
of the unforgivable as an object, something to which we have to relate, something we bump
into. If not, we should bump into it in order to try to make sense of it. Such a stumbling stone
is not a mere infringement of moral integrity. Clearly, the limited power of limited and
shared human action is inadequate to remove the stumbling stone that is left by certain
events or crimes.
The notion of the unforgivable therefore marks the boundaries of human action and the
possibilities of the spontaneity implied in forgiveness. As Michael Janover puts it:
[Some] crimes are strictly unforgivable and in that status they throw light on
boundaries intrinsic to human action, and hence to political and moral life. Not only
do such crimes not call forth forgiveness but, for Arendt, they point to a space (or a
chaos) that seems to lie outside of human action and response, defying judgment and
814

thought itself.

However, for Arendt, the existence of unforgivable deeds is not a reason for despair. It
confronts us with the limitations of moral philosophy in defining evil. Therefore, it should
actually invite us to understand the moral problems this kind of political evil poses in a new
and unprecedented political manner.
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5.2. The Obstacle of Unforgivable Political Evil

5.2.1. The Problem of Evil and The Speechless Horror

In the previous section I explained that in Arendt’s account the incapability to come to terms
with what happened does not refer to one’s moral indignation about a moral boundary that
has been crossed. Instead, it refers to the impotence of our common political capacities when
we are confronted with the obstacle that is posed by a particular kind of evil. However,
Arendt assumes that in order to understand this impotence, we have to shed light on the
moral problem that this kind of evil poses. She argues that the rise of unforgivable crimes
has shown us a type of evil we are not familiar with. It falls beyond what we have learned
about the propensity to evil thus far and thus renders us speechless. It makes us stare into a
deep abyss, unable to understand these types of criminals in terms of normal
understandable, sinful human motives.815 This moral problem and the speechlessness that
comes with it is what Arendt calls “the speechless horror”.816
According to Arendt, the speechlessness that overtakes one when one is confronted with this
type of evil results from two important moral issues.
The first issue concerns the fact that moral philosophers have always assumed that every
human being unquestionably possesses a moral compass. It is assumed that this moral
compass enables one to know intuitively what is good and to tell right from wrong.817 But
Arendt argues that unforgivable evil has shown that this moral assumption is wrong.
Secondly, Arendt claims that moral philosophers have never succeeded in giving account of
wickedness or willed evil. No moral philosopher could actually believe that man could will
evil for its own sake. They were all tempted to explain pure wickedness away. Kant for
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instance explained all transgressions “as exceptions that a man is tempted to make from a
law which he otherwise recognizes as being valid”.818
Arendt explains that as a result of the confrontation with a type of evil that we are unable to
grasp in normal moral and judicial categories, one is tempted to let the moral issues that
arise from this type of evil lay dormant. The civilized courtroom procedure, for instance, was
unable to come to terms with it in juridical form. Consequently, it insisted on “pretending
that these new-fangled murderers are in no way different from ordinary ones and acted out
of the same motives”.819 This has prevented a much-needed reappraisal of legal categories
and it made one forget the more manageable moral lessons.820 Or, even worse, people find it
difficult to live with something that takes their breath away and renders them speechless.
Therefore, at some point they are tempted to translate their speechlessness into whatever
expressions that are close at hand. But Arendt considers all of them inadequate.821 She holds
that nowadays the “whole story is usually told in terms of sentiments which need not even be
cheap in themselves to sentimentalize and cheapen the story”.822 She claims that “the whole
atmosphere in which things are discussed today is overcharged with emotions”.823
Arendt calls this speechless horror the refusal to think the unthinkable.824 By doing so, she
seems to insist that despite the horror and the understandable reaction of speechlessness, we
must not merely remain perplexed by the moral issues we are confronted with. Rather we
should find new words and concepts by ‘scandalizing’ it, taking serious the obstacle or
skandalon it poses. During her entire lifetime, Arendt aimed to give words to the unforgivable
new type of evil that her generation was confronted with. Her struggle with those moral
issues did not bring forth an entirely coherent theory of evil. But it rather aimed to discuss at
least two different aspects of this type of evil: its wickedness or radical nature on the one
hand and its banality or superficiality on the other.
On the one hand Arendt discusses evil as arising out of the delusion of omnipotence, the
belief that ‘everything is possible’.825 She believes that this leads straight to the elimination of
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plurality and spontaneity. In a letter to Jaspers, written in 1951, Arendt summarizes some of
her thoughts on this aspect of unforgivable evil:
In objective terms modern crimes are not provided for in the Ten Commandments.
Or: the Western tradition is suffering from the preconception that the most evil
things human beings can do arise from the vice of selfishness. Yet we know that the
greatest evils or radical evil has nothing to do anymore with such humanly
understandable, sinful motives. What radically evil really is I don’t know, but it
seems to me that it somehow has to do with the following phenomenon: making
human beings as human beings superfluous (not using them as means to an end,
which leaves their essence as humans untouched and impinges only on their human
dignity (…)). This happens as soon as all unpredictability – which, in human beings,
is the equivalent of spontaneity – is eliminated. And all this in turn arises from – or
better, goes along with – the delusion of the omnipotence (not simply the lust for
power) of an individual man. If a man qua man were omnipotent, then there is in fact
no reason why men in the plural should exist at all (…). [T]he omnipotence of an
826

individual man would make men superfluous.

On the other hand, Arendt was also well aware of the dangers of demonizing this kind of evil.
She didn’t want to grant the evildoers a mythical status, as if they were subhuman. She was
very much aware of the fact that she needed to describe evil in human terms, while at the
same time resisting the tendency to reduce it to the human sinful motives we already know.
These sinful motives are elaborately described by moral philosophers. Her struggle with
these two different aspects of evil (both of which she takes to point to what precisely renders
them unforgivable) is very well illustrated by a very early correspondence she had with
Jaspers on his notion of German guilt. In 1946, shortly after the war ended, she wrote to him:
Your definition of Nazi policy as a crime (‘criminal guilt’) strikes me as questionable.
The Nazi crimes, it seems to me, explode the limits of the law; and that is precisely
what constitutes their monstrousness. For these crimes, no punishment is severe
enough. It may be essential to hang Göring, but it is totally inadequate. That is, this
guilt, in contrast to all criminal guilt, oversteps and shatters any and all legal systems.
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(…) We are simply not equipped to deal, on a human, political level, with a guilt that
is beyond crime and an innocence that is beyond goodness or virtue.

827

Jaspers replied to her, making a suggestion that would probably lead her to her later notion
of the banality of evil:
You say that what the Nazis did cannot be comprehended as ‘crime’ – I’m not
altogether comfortable with your view, because a guilt that goes beyond all criminal
guilt inevitably takes on a streak of ‘greatness’ – of satanic greatness - which is, for
me, as inappropriate for the Nazis as all the talk about the ‘demonic’ element in
Hitler and so forth. It seems to me that we have to see these things in their total
banality (…), in their prosaic triviality, because that’s what truly characterizes them.
Bacteria can cause epidemics that wipe out nations, but they remain merely bacteria.
I regard any hint of myth and legend with horror (…). The way you express it, you ‘ve
almost taken the path of poetry. And a Shakespeare would never be able to give
adequate form to this material – his instinctive aesthetic sense would lead to
falsification of it (…)

828

Arendt admitted to be half convinced by his response. She holds that she too totally rejects
any suggestion of mythical or satanic greatness. Nevertheless, she realizes that she came
“dangerously close” to it in the way she expressed it.829 To the extent that she can’t avoid such
formulations she admits not to have understood what actually went on. Nevertheless, she
believes that behind it all lies “that individual human beings did not kill individual other
human beings for human reasons, but that an organized attempt was made to eradicate the
concept of the human being.”830
During the Eichmann trial she came to take Jasper’s suggestion on the banality of what
happened even more serious. It also made her realize that the inability to come to terms with
this type of evil, rendering it unforgivable, did not merely rise out of the inability to describe
the nature of this kind of evil. It also resulted from the fact that no persons were left one
could forgive or punish. The majority of the criminals that were involved in the Nazi-crimes
was not only swept away unthinkingly. They also denied that they were acting. Therefore,
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Arendt believes, they precisely failed to give themselves roots and to understand themselves
as persons.
Those two aspects, the delusion of omnipotence on the one hand and the denial of one’s
spontaneity, are constitutive elements of the unforgivable and will be discussed in what
follows.

5.2.2. Ideology and The Delusion of Omnipotence

Despite Arendt’s strong conviction that the Nazi-crimes are principally unforgivable, she
only gives a description of what precisely renders them unforgivable in a rather disparate
way throughout her body of work. But recollecting some of her ‘thought trains’ (as both
Margaret Canovan and Richard J. Bernstein call her interrelated lines of thinking)831 on what
she initially called ‘radical evil’, enables to examine in more detail what she believes to
deprive us of the human power to forgive. However, it must be emphasized that her
conception of the unforgivable reaches beyond any deliberate effort to do evil. Clearly, this
does not deny that deliberate evil may be part of it, but Arendt’s conception of what
constitutes the unforgivable is broader than mere evil intentions. As pointed out above,
Arendt perceives of the Nazi-crimes as unforgivable because they entail an organized
attempt to “eradicate the concept of a human being”.832 In her view, these crimes enable the
elimination of both human plurality and the capacity to take initiative. But the destruction of
plurality and spontaneity is not primarily resulting from some kind of satanic evil nature.
Rather, it entails the application of a specific logic in a domain in which it is not only
inappropriate but also fundamentally disruptive. Arendt’s conception of the unforgivable
thus aims to hold together two different aspects of a certain type of political evil. One the one
hand, there is the responsibility of specific offenders creating certain circumstances
eliminating the ability to act as plural and spontaneous beings. On the other hand, there is
the rise of certain phenomena that are creating the conditions for making those specific
circumstances possible. Sometimes Arendt describes radical evil as a deliberate experiment
on its victims, similar to the scientific experiments on twins Josef Mengele carried out. In
some descriptions it therefore seems as if the unforgivable relates to what has been done to
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the victims. In other passages Arendt refers to the unforgivable as the releasing of an
overpowering and irrepressible force that deprives both victims and offenders from the
capacity to act. She regularly insists on how the denial of the human condition of plurality
and the capacity of spontaneity primarily affects and sweeps away the offenders themselves.
This, however, in no way absolves the offenders from their responsibility.
Arendt repeatedly refers to the unforgivable as rising from a delusion of omnipotence.833 The
delusion of omnipotence is the systematic disregard of the fundamental human condition of
plurality as the source of human power. She believes that the first marks of this delusion can
be found in Western philosophy. Philosophers have always taken the singular man as their
subject of reflection instead of a plurality of men.834 Her political theory and her description
of the human condition are an attempt to turn this history. Arendt discriminates the delusion
of omnipotence from the lust for power. The lust for power, she notes, in fact still entails an
awareness of the fact that power is always shared and should therefore be conquered by
surrendering others to one’s will.835 In contrast, the delusion of omnipotence is far more
extreme, since it entails the belief that others can simply be made superfluous:
If a man qua man were omnipotent, then there is in fact no reason why men in the
plural should exist at all (…). [T]he omnipotence of an individual man would make
836

men superfluous.

Arendt takes the delusion of omnipotence to be put to its extreme in the totalitarian regimes
of both Nazism and Stalinism. The totalitarian domination of these regimes not merely
results from the old nihilistic principle that ‘everything is permitted’. It rather transcends this
principle that is “still tied to the utilitarian motives and self-interest of their rulers”837 in order
to establish a realm where ‘everything is possible’. This, Arendt claims, is a realm that has
been completely unknown untill then.838 She takes the concentration and extermination
camps of totalitarian regimes to “serve as the laboratories in which the fundamental belief of
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totalitarianism that everything is possible is being verified”.839 She believes the totalitarian
experiment to be aimed at the destruction of plurality:
Total domination, which strives to organize the infinite plurality and differentiation
of human beings as if all of humanity were just one individual, is possible only if
each and every person can be reduced to a never-changing identity of reactions, so
that each of these bundles of reactions can be exchanged at random for any other.

840

This way, not only the condition of plurality is denied, the capacity for spontaneity itself is
annihilated:
The camps are meant not only to exterminate people and degrade human beings,
but also serve the ghastly experiment of eliminating, under scientifically controlled
conditions, spontaneity itself as an expression of human behavior and of
transforming the human personality into a mere thing, into something that even
animals are not; for Pavlov’s dog, which, as we know, was trained to eat not when it
was hungry but when a bell rang, was a perverted animal. Under normal
circumstances this can never be accomplished, because spontaneity can never be
entirely eliminated insofar as it is connected not only with human freedom but with
life itself, in the sense of simply keeping alive.

841

In Arendt’s view, this destruction of plurality and spontaneity, which results from the
delusion of omnipotence, is enabled by means of ideology. According to Arendt, the actions
of totalitarian regimes are no longer guided by principles of action, but by the compelling
logic of ideology:842
No guiding principle of behavior, taken itself from the realm of human action (…) is
necessary or can be useful to set into motion a body politic which no longer uses
terror as a means of intimidation, but whose essence is terror. In its stead, it has
introduced an entirely new principle into public affairs that dispenses with human
will to action altogether and appeals to the craving need for some insight into the law
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of movement according to which the terror functions and upon which, therefore, all
private destinies depend.

843

This new principle is the logic of the laws and forces of history and nature as they are
explained by ideology, in which human beings and their actions become mere vehicles:
The inhabitants of a totalitarian country are thrown into and caught in the process of
nature or history for the sake of accelerating its movement; as such, they can only be
executioners or victims of its inherent law. The process may decide that those who
today eliminate races and individuals (…) are tomorrow those who must be
sacrificed. What totalitarian rule needs to guide the behavior of its subjects is a
preparation to fit each of them equally well for the role of executioner and the role of
victim. This two-sided preparation, the substitute for a principle of action, is the
ideology.

844

Arendt’s analysis of the role of ideology demonstrates that the destruction of plurality and
spontaneity does not merely affect the victims. Totalitarianism entails a movement in which
certain forces are given free rein. Ideology is what makes offenders prepared to believe that
the posited laws of history and nature should not only flow unrestrained, but also need to be
accelerated. This creates a willingness in the offenders to sacrifice not only others, but also
themselves and their own spontaneity. Ideology creates a dangerous condition of absolute
selflessness, in which not only victims but also offenders become superfluous:845
[W]e may say that radical evil has emerged in connection with a system in which all
men have become equally superfluous. The manipulators of this system believe in
their own superfluousness as much as in that of all others, and the totalitarian
murderers are all the more dangerous because they do not care if they themselves
are alive or dead, if they ever lived or never were born.
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Arendt assumes that the destruction of plurality and the capacity for taking initiative by “a
form of government whose essence is terror and whose principle of action is the logicality of
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ideological thinking”847 starts with the basic experience of isolation and finally brings with it
a condition of loneliness. 848 Isolation, Arendt claims, has always been characteristic of
tyrannies and as such it is pre-totalitarian. Its hallmark is impotence insofar as power for
Arendt always comes from men acting together. In tyrannical government political contacts
between men are severed, and the human capacities for action and power are frustrated. But
in contrast to totalitarian terror, Arendt argues, under Tyranny not all contacts between men
are broken and not all capacities destroyed:849
The whole sphere of private life with the capacities for experience, fabrication and
thought are left intact. We know that the iron band of total terror leaves no space for
such private life and that the self-coercion of totalitarian logic destroys man’s
capacity for experience and thought just as certainly as his capacity for action.

850

In totalitarianism the political experience of isolation becomes absolute loneliness in every
social intercourse. In isolation, Arendt argues, men remain in contact with the world, which
is a human artifice. Loneliness instead, is not merely that impasse into which men are driven
when the political sphere of their lives is destroyed, but arises when they are deserted by the
world of things and others as well:851
While isolation concerns only the political realm of life, loneliness concerns human
life as a whole. Totalitarian government, like all tyrannies, certainly could not exist
without destroying, by isolating men, their political capacities. But totalitarian
domination as a form of government is new in that it is not content with this isolation
and destroys private life as well. It bases itself on loneliness, on the experience of not
belonging to the world at all, which is among the most radical and desperate
experiences of man.
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For Arendt, loneliness also needs to be distinguished from solitude. Solitude requires being
alone but also entails being together with oneself in a thinking dialogue. In this dialogue I do
“not lose contact with the world of my fellow-men because they are represented in the self
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with whom I lead the dialogue of thought”.853 But loneliness shows itself most sharply in
company with others. One finds oneself with whom one cannot establish contact. In
loneliness I am therefore actually alone, deserted by all others. Yet, Arendt claims that for
the confirmation of one’s identity, one depends entirely upon other people. Companionship
‘saves’ thinking persons - who are in their solitude always at risk of loneliness when they do
no longer find the grace of companionship - from duality and makes them ‘whole’ again. It
restores their identity, which makes them speak with “the single voice of one
unexchangeable person”.854 The experience of loneliness therefore causes losing a sense of
reality and of oneself:
What makes loneliness so unbearable is the loss of one’s own self which can be
realized in solitude, but confirmed in its identity only by the trusting and trustworthy
company of my equals. In this situation, man loses trust in himself as the partner of
his thoughts and that elementary confidence in the world which is necessary to make
experiences at all. Self and world, capacity for thought and experience are lost at the
855

same time.

Loneliness makes one lose one’s common sense, which depends on the contact with other
men. If we were never able to have contact with others, even our experience of the materially
and sensually given world would be untrustworthy. We would be enclosed in the
particularity of sense data which in themselves are unreliable and treacherous.856
Arendt holds that with this loneliness the most elementary form of creativity, which is the
capacity to add something of one’s own to the common world, is destroyed. She claims that
this happens not only in totalitarianism but also in a world where all human activities have
been transformed into laboring: “Under such conditions, only the sheer effort of labor which
is the effort to keep alive is left and the relationship with the world as a human artifice is
broken.”857 When homo faber, who works in isolation, is treated as an animal laborans, “whose
necessary ‘metabolism with nature’ is of concern to no one”,858 the isolated man who has lost
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his place in the political realm of action is deserted by the world of things as well. According
to Arendt, under these conditions isolation becomes loneliness.859
Arendt takes the condition of loneliness to be the common ground for terror - the essence of
totalitarian government - and for ideology or logicality. Moreover, she argues that in this
government loneliness is closely connected with uprootedness and superfluousness, which
she takes to be the curses of the rise of the modern masses since the beginning of the
industrial revolution. Uprootedness means to have no place in the world, which is
recognized and guaranteed by others. Consequently, it can be a condition for
superfluousness, just as isolation can be (but must not be) a condition for loneliness. To be
superfluous means not to belong to the world at all. Uprootedness and superfluousness,
Arendt argues, have become acute with the rise of imperialism at the end of the nineteenth
century and with the break-down of political institutions and social traditions in our own
time. 860 It must thus be explicitly stressed that the conditions that give rise to the
unforgivable not merely rose in the limited time period of the Nazi-regime. Rather, they may
rise under several circumstances and Arendt explicitly warns for the use of totalitarian
means in a post-totalitarian era.861 But the Nazi-crimes somehow put these conditions to their
extreme.
In what Arendt calls “organized oblivion” the conditions of loneliness and superfluousness
become so radical that they becomes very hard to recover from. In the concentration camps,
the radical and disturbing experience of no longer belonging to the world was not only
generated by a sense of loneliness, but also by an effort to preclude all memory of a person
and thus to erase his entire existence. For Arendt, this destruction of the possibility of
remembrance marks the distinction between murder and the unforgivable annihilation
carried through in the death camps:
The murderer leaves a corpse behind and does not pretend that his victim has never
existed; if he wipes out any traces, they are those of his own identity, and not the
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memory and grief of the persons who loved his victim; he destroys a life, but he does
862

not destroy the fact of existence itself.

Moreover, while the murder still takes place within plural reality, the annihilation in the
death camps takes place within an unreal phantom world, a place standing outside life and
death, “a life removed from earthly purposes”.863 Arendt assumes that the camps and the
murder of political adversaries are part of a more general organized forgetfulness, which
makes grief and remembrance forbidden. According to Arendt, this is radically new in
Western history. Hitherto, the Western world has, even in its darkest periods, granted slain
enemies the right to be remembered. According to her, this indicated the self-evident
acknowledgement of the fact that we are all men, “and only men”,864 she adds as a reference
to the condition of plurality. The concentration camps made death itself anonymous.865 In
taking away the individual’s own death, which has its meaning as the end of a fulfilled life,
they showed that nothing belonged to him and he belonged to no one: “His death merely set
a seal on the fact that he had never really existed.”866 Consequently, Arendt argues, for the
first time in history, martyrdom becomes impossible.867 Arendt takes this skepticism to be
“the real masterpiece of the SS”, “their great accomplishment”:868
Here the night has fallen on the future. When no witnesses are left, there can be no
testimony. To demonstrate when death can no longer be postponed is an attempt to
give death a meaning, to act beyond one’s own death. In order to be successful, a
gesture must have social meaning.

869

862

Ibid., 442.
Ibid., 445.
Ibid., 452.
865
Ibid.
866
Ibid.
867
There may be exceptions. One exception is a priest, Maximiliaan Kolbe, who voluntarily took the place of
a prisoner who had young children he did not want to leave behind. This father was one of ten prisoners who
were picked out randomly to be punished by being locked up and starved to death for an attempt of three
other prisoners to escape. In contrast to the fabrication of bodies the execution was a punishment because
other prisoners tried to escape. As a punishment their death was not completely arbitrary and thus the
possibility of martyrdom as a sign of spontaneity may have arisen. See “Maximilian Kolbe,” Wikipedia,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maximilian_Kolbe.
868
Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 451.
869
Ibid.
863

864

261

Arendt’s remark that with this organized oblivion and skepticism the “night has fallen on the
future”870 suggests that the preclusion of remembrance makes it impossible ever to recover
from the elimination of plurality and spontaneity. It seems that for Arendt the attempt to
eradicate all memory, making it impossible to give one’s spontaneous acting a meaning
beyond death, entails such a profound destruction of spontaneity that these crimes are
rendered forever unforgivable. This reminds of the importance of memory for the possibility
of forgiveness, as I have discussed in the first chapter of the first part of this dissertation. It
also stresses that the power of forgiveness relies on the capacity of spontaneity. As we
revealed before, human action and initiative may be very powerful but are also always
limited. Human action, and thus also forgiveness, is not omnipotent. It can only flourish
under certain conditions, most importantly the condition of plurality and natality. Arendt
strongly believes that if those conditions are denied or destroyed the remedy of forgiveness is
equally destroyed. As Michael Janover puts it: “[I]f the capacity of beginning, the ground of
any action and hence any forgiving, is destroyed, then the possibility of forgiveness would
itself be annihilated.”871 He emphasizes that for Arendt certain crimes are unforgivable,
because they are crimes against persons qua persons - which means in Arendt’s view crimes
against persons as acting persons and not as moral persons - and thus crimes against
humanity.872
However, Arendt’s belief that spontaneity can somehow be fundamentally destructed
received important critique among fervent defenders of her account of politics. Elisabeth
Young-Bruehl for instance believes that in assuming that there are acts that are principally
unforgivable Arendt is underestimating the potentialities of human power. Young-Bruehl
argues that Arendt, who had “the most profound understanding of the nature of human
power and its distinction from violence”873 , failed to see that “a person always has the power
to forgive, acting in relationship with the one forgiven”.874 One should indeed call into
question whether, even if these crimes render human forgiveness powerless, it would never
be possible to recover from this condition. Why would these crimes, that created a situation
in which forgiveness could simply not be at stake, remain unforgivable whatsoever, even
after the condition of plurality and the capacity of spontaneity are recovered? Why wouldn’t
870
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one be able to come to terms with what happened when the political regime has changed,
the condition of loneliness is removed and one regains the capacity to act freely? Isn’t it
possible to regain power and to make forgiveness possible afterwards? It is clear that, despite
the attempt to destroy the memory of the victims, in recent decades we have somehow
learned to remember the holocaust. As a human community, we have somehow succeeded
in remembering what was almost made impossible to remember. Despite the great efforts of
the Nazi’s to annihilate all memories of life and death of the victims, there are also many
testimonies of liberated survivors of the concentration camps. Thanks to the liberation of
Germany and of the camps, those survivors are somehow able to tell the stories of those who
didn’t survive. So many films and books narrate the life stories of individuals that in one way
or another became victims of the Nazi-system, to the extent that we even might get ‘bored’ by
them. Intellectuals, such as Arendt herself, tried to grasp what happened and even retold
western history in view of these crimes. There is a huge Holocaust memorial in Berlin that
aims to give a tangible place to the sense of unreality and disorientation that came with the
prosecution and extermination of the Jews. Yearly, large groups of schoolchildren visit the
concentration camps of Auschwitz and Birkenau. And in most European countries there is
even a law that prohibits minimalizing or denying the holocaust. In light of these
developments the question might be posed whether the time for forgiveness could have
arrived by now. Why would these crimes remain unforgivable by definition, as Arendt
supposes? Why wouldn’t we, at some point, be able to remember and forgive? Is forgiveness
not precisely a process of establishing new relationships and of regaining the power and
freedom to act? Moreover, didn’t we discuss before that for Arendt, the capacity of
spontaneity is an omnipresent capacity, grounded in the condition of natality, one’s
appearance in the world as an acting and speaking being? If one finds a way to belong to the
world again in acting and speaking, to be ‘reborn’ so to say, would it still not be possible to
forgive those who created this horrible situation? Consequently, is Elisabeth Young-Bruehl
not right in arguing that Arendt in fact underestimates the potential of human power in
assuming that there are crimes that exceed this power, that there are ‘skandalons’ which we
cannot remove? Young-Bruehl holds that “we should never rule out the possibility of
forgiveness for any person, no matter how heinous the crime or how great an assault it makes
against the condition of plurality, against humanity.”875 According to her, “such a potentiality
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cannot be radically destroyed unless - through violence – every last person is destroyed.”876
This way, she stresses the role of plurality for the capacity of spontaneity. It is due to the
presence of others that someone can re-appear in acting and speaking.
It must be noted that the anomaly Govier points to - namely that, while we forgive persons,
we call certain deeds unforgivable and suppose that this also renders the actors unforgivable
- also appears in Arendt’s account. Although Arendt strongly emphasizes that it is for the
sake of the person we forgive, she also assumes that it are certain deeds that are principally
unforgivable. As Eichmann’s case demonstrates, this also renders the persons committing
those deeds unforgivable. But as I already discussed in the first chapter, this precisely reveals
that, for Arendt, a person cannot simply be untied from his acts by relying on his decent
moral core. In an Arendtian view, the distinction between persons and their acts is not an
essential metaphysical condition, the so-called separation between the sin and the sinner,
preceding the act of forgiveness. It is not an absolute pre-existing distinction, but rather a
practice. It is precisely by forgiving someone that we untie the irreversible act from the
person who committed it. By doing so, we actively prevent that one remains attached to the
determining consequences of one’s acts forever. But, since we forgive for the sake of a
person, there must be a person for the sake of whom we may forgive. Forgiveness not merely
depends on the spontaneity of the forgiver, but also on the recognition of spontaneity by the
offender. If one ignores one’s capacity of acting or denies that one did anything out of one’s
own initiative, forgiveness indeed becomes impossible. In such a case we precisely lack the
interdependent power to forgive and to untie a person from his acts. This points out why, for
Arendt, the possibility of forgiveness is also always dependent on the condition of remorse.
But unlike the condition of repentance, as it appears for instance in Hampton’s account, her
account of remorse does not rely on the Christian distinction between the act and the agent.
The notion of repentance as it appears in conditional accounts implies that an offender
distances himself from his evil acts. This gives evidence of his ‘inner decent core’ and his
moral transformation. Arendt’s account of remorse rather entails the ability of an agent to
accept his deeds as undeniably and irreversibly his deeds. It does not imply repudiating one’s
acts in order to clear one’s soul, but rather taking responsibility for them in recognizing that
one cannot just get rid of them. Sometimes this implies the recognition and acceptance that
one cannot be forgiven for what one did. I will discuss this important distinction in detail in
the section on remorse.
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Moreover, it may very well be true that a remembrance of the holocaust victims has become
possible, but it must be stressed that the memory of the offenders and collaborators is still
much more problematic in European Society. The same goes for its colonial history. This
points out that the kind of speechless horror to which Arendt refers has not yet dissolved. It
is this difficulty of thinking and speaking about the offenders that Arendt takes to be “a deeprooted, stubborn, and at times vicious refusal to face and come to terms with what really
happened”.877
Elisabeth Young-Bruehl argues that the Truth and Reconciliation commission in South
Africa has shown that forgiveness, as a structural element of human affairs, is a necessity in
political life:
[F]orums like the TRC should be as much part of political life to deal with past
conflicts as forums for treaty negotiation – promise making – are to secure against
future conflict. Forgiveness is not just an action that can take place, it is an action
878

that must be encouraged.

Young-Bruehl may be right in arguing that establishing institution and forums in which
truth is acknowledged may encourage perpetrators, such as Eugène de Kock, who committed
horrible atrocities and was therefore known as ‘Prime Evil’, to acknowledge what they did
and to make commemoration possible. Such an institutionalized forum may foster
acknowledgement, truth, memory, publicity, plurality, a sense of reality, action and
spontaneity - all of which are conditions for forgiveness. But I don’t think it should promote
forgiveness directly and as such. This ‘encouragement’ only increases the chance that
forgiveness is misunderstood and misused. Moreover, it is highly paternalistic. Since
forgiveness is an ultimate human capacity, every human being is able to come to know its
powers, and does not need to be advised, reminded, encouraged or enlightened. One only
needs to take care of the conditions that enable a renewed future and if those are sufficiently
fulfilled, forgiveness will eventually find its way among acting beings. As ‘beginners’, they
always remain capable of starting anew, even if forgiveness does not take place. Forgiveness
is an expression of the capacity to start anew. But the capacity itself is not dependent upon
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forgiveness. Tutu may thus be wrong in claiming that there is “no future without
forgiveness”.879
At the end of The Origins of Totalitarianism Arendt also hopefully acknowledges the
possibility of making a new beginning, as a result of the condition of natality, which implies
the birth of new distinctive individuals:
But there remains also the truth that every end in history necessarily contains a new
beginning; this beginning is the promise, the only ‘message’ which the end can ever
produce. Beginning, before it becomes a historical event, is the supreme capacity of
man; politically, it is identical with man’s freedom. Initium ut esset homo creatus est –
‘that a beginning be made man was created’ said Augustine. This beginning is
guaranteed by each new birth; it is indeed every man.

880

But for Arendt, this new beginning does not consist of insisting on forgiving what remains
unforgivable. When forgiveness is not possible, a new beginning may imply the judgment
that forgiving what has happened is impossible and that in order to rise out of the ruins of
the past, the world may be in need of something absolutely new and unpredictable. Arendt
for instance defends the establishment of an international criminal court and an
international penal code under which these ‘new crimes’ could be prosecuted.881
By discussing some of the most important characteristics of what Arendt describes as radical
evil, such as the delusion of omnipotence, ideology, loneliness and oblivion, I have
illuminated what she takes to be the radical elimination of the condition of plurality and the
capacity of spontaneity. It should be stressed that part of what renders certain acts
unforgivable in Arendt’s view is not merely the way in which it destructs certain capacities in
the victims. It also refers to the way in which offenders and the so-called bystanders neglect
the capacity of acting in themselves. In The Human Condition Arendt explicitly warns for a
world in which we somehow tend to forget that we are acting beings, precisely at those
moments in which our acts leave their irreversible traces in the world.882 If we mistake our
own actions for the activity of working, surrendering them to the logic of utility and mastery,
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we may render the remedy of forgiveness powerless.883 Forgiveness can only be a remedy in a
world in which spontaneity and unpredictability are recognized for what they are. Arendt
assumes that if one aims to replace the unpredictability and irreversibility of human action
by the predictability of scientific models and programs, one may precisely be confronted
with a type of irreversibility for which there is no remedy left. In respect to the notion of
unforgivable deeds we always tend to think of a massive shedding of blood. But for Arendt,
the horror of the unforgivable rather refers to what arises from the dominance of a
compelling, self-evident and ice-cold logic of technocracy and bureaucracy. This way, as
Richard J. Bernstein rightly remarks, she also aims to warn for the hubris that is implied in
certain acts. This hubris characterized the Nazi-leaders but may just as well survive them as
totalitarian means may survive a totalitarian age.884 The unforgivable may thus just as much
rise out of very familiar contemporary circumstances. As soon as the Marc Zuckerbergs of
this world forget that they are acting, the irreversible consequences of created algorithms,
data brokerage, fake news, scientific fraud and cheating software may turn out to be
unforgivable. This is not to say that all technic and scientific means in the search for social
and political solutions are to be condemned and avoided whatsoever. But according to
Arendt, we should never refrain from thinking about what we are doing.885 This implies
recognizing our acts as what they are, unpredictable and irreversible interventions in a
fragile web of relations. Therefore we must be prepared to take responsibility for them as
spontaneous actors. If one is not continuously prepared to perceive oneself as a spontaneous
acting person, it may be already too late to interrupt when one starts to realize what one is
doing – just like Marc Zuckerberg only slowly seems to do.
It thus has also become clear that, in Arendt’s view, the judgment that some acts remain
unforgivable does not express a deep moral disapproval but rather arises out of a concern
and love of the common world. In the first chapter of this part I explained that the universal
love of man and mankind in fact precludes excluding anyone or anything from forgiveness.
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In view of his inviolable moral value every human person deserves to be forgiven. However,
this blind love for one’s inner goodness also amounts to overlooking and condoning a wrong.
It even fails to take the existence of conflict and enmity seriously. But if one takes the
principle of love of the world as a criterion for forgiveness, it becomes possible to judge that
some acts pose such a huge obstacle for interdependent acting relationships that they remain
unforgivable. Some acts, Arendt claims, are of such a kind that one is never able to fully
recover from them.
Moreover, the criterion of love of the world points out that forgiveness is always an
interdependent act in which one takes responsibility for the common world and for the other
as an acting person in that world. But when the other person is no longer able to appear as an
acting person, because he has destroyed all plurality and spontaneity in himself, the
interdependent act of forgiveness becomes powerless. Consequently, Arendt argues, all we
can do is making sure that such a person never comes near to us.

5.3. The Meaning of Remorse

5.3.1. Choosing One’s Company

The preceding analysis demonstrates that, on the basis of the notion of the unforgivable,
Arendt aims to give account of two different aspects of evil, its radicality on the one hand and
its banality on the other. During her lifetime her attention shifted from the first aspect to the
second. As a result, she at some point even rejected the notion of radical evil:
I changed my mind and do no longer speak of “radical evil” […] It is indeed my
opinion now that evil is never “radical”, that it is only extreme, and that it possesses
886

neither depth nor any demonic dimension.
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This, however, does not imply that she rejects the existence of wickedness altogether. She
only assumes it to be rare and not sufficient as an explanation for the rise of unforgivable
crimes.
In the first part of this dissertation I discussed Arendt’s assumption that it is the everyday
occurrence of trespassing that requires forgiveness. This, however, does not imply that for
her only light offences or small faults qualify for forgiveness. The crucial criterion for
forgiveness is the way in which an offender reveals himself as an acting person. Forgiveness
addresses a person. It is for the sake of who someone is as an acting person that we forgive.
For Arendt, the remedy of forgiveness therefore also depends on the way in which one
reveals oneself as a person, as someone who is capable of unexpected spontaneity. The
wicked person appears precisely as someone who has handed himself over to the predictable
logic of repeated evil acts. It is therefore impossible to distinguish him as a spontaneous actor
from his acts by means of forgiving, because the consistency of his evildoing precisely leaves
no space for spontaneity. This is for instance illustrated by Arendt’s reference the story of
th

Bluebeard. Bluebeard is a French folk tale, first published at the end of the 17 century. It
tells the story of a wealthy nobleman who has been married several times, but all of his wives
have mysteriously vanished. After he has married the frightened youngest daughter of his
neighbor, he tells her he must leave the country for a couple of days and gives her a golden
key. With this key, she is able to open all the doors of his castle, but she is not allowed to
open the door of an underground chamber. If she neglects what he has strictly forbidden,
she will suffer his wrath, he warns. After he has left, she cannot resist the temptation and
opens the door of the forbidden room. Here she finds the floor flooded with blood and she
discovers the murdered corpses of her husband’s former wives. When he comes back earlier
than expected, she succeeds in murdering him with the help of her brothers and sister before
he is able to murder her.887
Arendt takes Bluebeard to be the kind of murderer who is unforgivable, because his murders
are constitutive for who he is. He is not an ordinary criminal, but does evil for evil’s sake. He
wills evil wholeheartedly. In her letter to Auden, she writes that just like forgiveness, judicial
pardon “will hardly pardon Bluebeard who is a murderer, but it may pardon a crime
passionel because murder was committed by somebody who was not a murderer”.888 In his
dissertation on Arendt’s concept of forgiveness Thomas Dürr explains that we are unable to
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know whether Bluebeard would have never been able to change substantially by future acts.
But since Bluebeard has shown himself as a murderer several times, we cannot see him
differently from whom he has proved to be, a murderer:
[W]ir enthalten den Blaubärte dieser Welt unsere Verzeihung vor, weil sie sich
wieder under wieder als Blaubärte erwiesen haben. Blaubart als der, als der er sich
mordend gezeigt hat, kann uns slechterdings nicht mehr davon überzeugen, dass er
mehr ist als seine Taten und noch ein anderer werden kann als der, der er mordend
geworden ist. Ein Mörder hingegen, der vor dem Mord noch nicht gemordet hat,
bleibt zwar für immer jemand, der einen anderen Menschen ermordet hat und die
mörderische Schuld nicht abtragen kann. Aber weil er vorher ein anderer war, hat er
grundsätzlich die Möglichkeit, uns begründete Hoffnung zu vermitteln, dass er in
Zukunft mehr sein wird als der Mörder, der er nun auch, aber nicht nur ist. Wer
einem solchen Mörder die Verzeihung verweigert, beschließt, in ihm fortan allein
889

den Mörder zu sehen.

This way, Dürr stresses that the unforgivable in Arendt’s account arises from the way in
which someone’s deeds reveal who they are. It is thus not a judgment on one’s inner moral
state, but it results from the impression one gains from the other as an acting person.
Arendt’s reference to the story of bluebeard shows that her distinction between forgivable
and unforgivable deeds is not determined by a categorical judgment on the gravity of the
misdeed nor by the seriousness of its consequences, but rather by what the deeds reveal
about its actor. This again points out that it is strictly speaking impossible to ‘separate the sin
from the sinner’. Instead, it is the case that, rather than revealing who one is by just one act to
which one can be reduced, one reveals who one is by one’s entire life story as an acting
person. Unlike the Christian view of ‘who am I to judge’ as a motivation for forgiveness, this
view precisely implies a capacity to judge particular situations and events.890
Moreover, Arendt assumes that what one does is not primarily a matter of intentions, but
rather a matter of conscience, understood as the ability to live with oneself. In the essay
“Some Questions of Moral Philosophy” she argues that making decisions on right and wrong
depends on who we will choose to be in company with as soon as we ‘come home’ with
ourselves and start thinking about what we are doing:
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[T]his company is chosen by thinking in examples, in examples of persons dead or
alive, real or fictitious, and in examples of incidents, past or present. In the unlikely
case that someone should come and tell us that he would prefer Bluebeard for
company, and hence take him as an example, the only thing we could do is to make
891

sure that he never comes near to us.

Arendt thus suggests that willed evil is not only unforgivable but also very rare. In contrast to
her emphasis on radical evil and her effort to distinguish it from ‘regular’ trespassing, in The
Human Condition Arendt gradually comes to realize that it is precisely the refusal to judge
and the refusal or inability to think about what one does that gives rise to the most
dangerous and unforgivable acts. In contrast to the kind of evil that is exemplified in
Bluebeard, this ‘banal evil’ is not rare and gives rise to the real skandala, or stumbling stones.
She takes the chance that someone willfully chooses Bluebeard’s company to be much
smaller than the chance that one remains indifferent in regard to whom one wants to live
with:
[T]he likelihood that someone would come and tell us that he does not mind and
that any company will be good enough for him is, I fear, by far greater. Morally and
even politically speaking, this indifference, though common enough, is the greatest
danger. Out of the unwillingness or inability to choose one’s examples and one’s
company, and out of the unwillingness or inability to relate to others through
judgment arise the real skandala, the real stumbling blocks which human powers
can’t remove because they were not caused by human and humanly understandable
motives. Therein lies the horror and, at the same time, the banality of evil.

892

This also reveals that the ignorance or negligence that may be involved in ‘normal’
trespassing may become even more dangerous as soon as one is no longer able to realize
what one does. For this reason, Arendt emphasizes the importance of regret and repentance
for forgiveness. But for her, repentance does not imply dissociating oneself from one’s acts in
an act of mere repudiation and rejection. On the contrary, it implies the possibility to trace
back one’s steps, to come to recognize what one did and to take responsibility for it. For this
reason, I take Jankélévitch’s terminology of remorse to be more appropriate to indicate what
she aims at. Moreover, it enables to draw a distinction with the common use of the word
891
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repentance.893 A lack of remorse and conscience is what ‘radical’ or willed evil and the
thoughtlessness of ‘banal’ evil have in common. For this reason, the distinction between
trespassing and willed evil turns out to be far less important in determining what can be
forgiven than the difference between misdeeds for which a person takes responsibility and
misdeeds for which one refuses to do.

5.3.2. Tracing Back One’s Steps

The obstacle that is posed by the unforgivable points out that forgiveness is an intrinsically
interdependent practice. One can only liberate another from what he did if he is prepared to
acknowledge that he is a spontaneous actor. He must be able to realize that acting is always
contingent and that he may act differently than he did. In contemporary literature on
forgiveness much attention has been paid to the difficult or even impossible task to forgive,
which only amounts to its greatness.894 But in a letter to Wystan Auden, in which she
discusses forgiveness after she read his piece on Falstaff, Arendt demands attention for the
position of the one who asks for forgiveness:
I do not know what is more difficult: to demand a coat or to give the cloak also, but I
am quite sure that it is more difficult to ask than to give forgiveness. This side of the
matter, that is, the mutuality of the whole business, remains outside all
considerations in ‘doing good’, but it is essential for the act of forgiving.
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Arendt’s attention for the wrongdoer’s role in the forgiveness process - not as someone who
needs to make it morally and psychologically possible to forgive or shows to deserve it, but
rather as an independent spontaneous actor who forecloses a new relation and new reality is unique in the literature on forgiveness.896 Once again, it demonstrates the importance of
the condition of plurality and the role of interdependency for forgiveness in Arendt’s view.
893

Jankélévitch, The Bad Conscience.
In this respect, Derrida’s account is very influential in the contemporary literature. See for instance Paul
van Tongeren, “Impossible Forgiveness,” Ethical Perspectives 15, 3 (2008): 369-379; Steven Gormley, “The
Impossible Demand of Forgiveness,” International Journal of Philosophical Studies 22, 1 (2014): 27-48.
895
Arendt to Auden, February 14, 1960.
896
Some other authors, such as Charles Griswold, also emphasize the dialogue between forgiver and
wrongdoer as a requirement for forgiveness. But this dialogue is merely perceived in the light of the
conditional relation between both, giving rise to forgiveness in its conditional form. Arendt’s interpretation of
the mutual relation between actors (not merely offender vs victim) clearly differs.
894

272

One cannot achieve forgiveness alone, neither in its unconditional form of forgiving an
unrepentant or absent wrongdoer, nor as forgiveness of oneself.
For Arendt, the condition of plurality and mutuality is so fundamental that she takes selfforgiveness to be a mere role one plays for oneself.897 The act of forgiveness, for Arendt, is
addressed to who someone is as an acting person. But this ‘who’ is not only to be
distinguished from their character traits, it can also only appear for others, not for
themselves. For this reason, she believes that nobody is able to forgive themselves:
[T]he fact that the same who, revealed in action and speech, remains also the subject
of forgiving is the deepest reason why nobody forgive himself; here, as in action and
speech generally, we are dependent upon others, to whom we appear in a
distinctness which we ourselves are unable to perceive. Closed within ourselves, we
would never be able to forgive ourselves any failing or transgression because we
would lack the experience of the person for the sake of whom one can forgive.

898

Arendt’s view of forgiveness as a dialogical act, grounded in the condition of plurality, thus
also precludes to perceive of it as an act of moral excellence, which always involves the risk
of claiming moral superiority. Her attention for the act of asking forgiveness also relies on a
completely different conception of remorse than is discussed so far.
In her letter to Auden, Arendt explicitly claims that, if we are to trust what the Gospels
assure us, forgiveness is not unconditional. She refers to Jesus stating: “If thy brother trespass
against thee, rebuke him; and if he repents, forgive him.”899 In The Human Condition she refers
to the Gospel of Luke, stating that trespasses should be forgiven when one repents: “And if
he trespasses against thee seven times a day, and seven times in a day turn again to thee,
saying, I repent; thou shalt forgive him.”900 In a footnote to this quote she explains that the
notion of repentance is in fact not an adequate translation of what is at stake. She holds that
the original notion of metanoein in fact means ‘change of mind’901 and also serves the Hebrew
shuv, which means “‘return’, ‘trace back one’s steps’ rather than ‘repentance’ with its
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psychological overtones”.902 Arendt holds that “what is required is: change of mind and ‘sin
no more’, which is almost the opposite of doing penance”.903 In “Some Questions of Moral
Philosophy”, she also refers to repentance or teshuvah as going back and remember what one
did. She takes this possibility of thinking in retrospect about what one did to be a
requirement for being a person and being able to forgive a person:904
The trouble with the Nazi criminals was precisely that they renounced voluntarily all
personal qualities, as if nobody were left to be either punished or forgiven. They
protested time and again that they had never done anything out of their own
initiative, that they had no intentions whatsoever, good or bad, and that they only
obeyed orders. To put it another way: the greatest evil perpetrated is the evil
committed by nobodies, that is, by human beings who refuse to be persons. Within
the conceptual framework of these considerations we could say that wrongdoers
who refuse to think by themselves what they are doing and who also refuse in
retrospect to think about it, that is, go back and remember what they did (which is
teshuvah or repentance), have actually failed to constitute themselves into
somebodies. By stubbornly remaining nobodies they prove themselves unfit for
905

intercourse with others who, good, bad, or indifferent, are at the very least persons.

For Arendt, being a person requires taking personal responsibility for what one does. It
entails the acknowledgement of one’s acts as undeniably being one’s own, whatever the
mitigating circumstances may be. It requires not evading responsibility on the basis of the
argument that ‘everyone would have done the same’ or that ‘as a cog in the system’ one ‘just
obeyed orders’. It requires tracing back one’s steps and thinking about what one did. It
entails being expected to answer for what one has done.906 After the controversy about her
report on the Eichmann trial, Arendt examines in the essay “Personal Responsibility under
Dictatorship” the tendency to evade personal responsibility and the related widespread fear
of judging. She aims at the widespread conviction that, in times of political evil, being
tempted and being forced are almost the same and that one is not able to judge past events at
which we were not present. Consequently, judging those events in terms of personal
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responsibility is generally considered to be wrong. 907 Arendt reveals that behind the
unwillingness to judge lurks the suspicion that no one is a free agent:908
Who am I to judge? actually means We ‘re all alike, equally bad, and those who try,
or pretend that they try, to remain halfway decent are either saints or hypocrites, and
909

in either case should leave us alone.

Incidentally, Arendt argues, the idea that who was not there cannot pass a judgment, was
precisely Eichmann’s own argument against the courtroom’s judgment.910 Likewise, the
reverse tendency to attribute collective guilt to the German people in general turns into “a
highly effective whitewash of all those who had actually done something, for where all are
guilty, no one is”.911 Arendt asks how deep-seated the fear of judgment, of naming names, and
of fixing blame, must be if one would rather throw all mankind out of the window, as it were,
in order to save one man in a high position from the accusation, not even of having
committed a crime, but merely of an admittedly grave sin of omission.912 But, fortunately, she
argues, “there exists still one institution in society in which it is well-nigh impossible to evade
issues of personal responsibility”913 and where “not systems or trends or original sin are
judged, but men of flesh and blood like you and me, whose deeds are of course still human
deeds but who appear before a tribunal because they have broken some law whose
maintenance we regard as essential for the integrity of our common humanity”.914 This
institution is the courtroom. Arendt concludes that legal and moral issues are by no means
the same, but they both presuppose the power of judgment and they both addresses a person
rather than a system.915 In reference to her experiences with the Eichmann trial and the
defense’s plea that he was but a small cog in the system, she argues:
[It] was the great advantage of courtroom procedure that this whole cog-business
makes no sense in its setting, and therefore forces us to look at all these questions
907
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from a different point of view. […] For, as the judges took great pains to point out
explicitly, in a courtroom there is no system on trial, no History or historical trend,
no ism, anti-Semitism for instance, but a person, and if the defendant happens to be
a functionary, he stands accused precisely because even a functionary is still a
human being, and it is in this capacity that he stands trial. […] In every bureaucratic
system the shifting of responsibilities is a matter of daily routine, and if one wishes to
define bureaucracy […] as a form of government […] bureaucracy unhappily is the
rule of nobody and for this very reason perhaps the least human and most cruel form
of rulership. But in the courtroom, these definitions are of no avail. For to the
answer: ‘Not I but the system did it in which I was a cog,’ the court immediately
raises the next question: ‘And why, if you please, did you become a cog or continue
to be a cog under such circumstances?’ If the accused wishes to shift responsibilities,
he must again implicate persons, he must name names, and these persons appear
then as possible codefendants, they do not appear as the embodiment of
bureaucratic of any other necessity. The Eichmann trial, like all such trials, would
have been devoid of all interest if it had not transformed the cog or ‘referent’ of
Section IV B4 in the Reich Security Head Office into a man.

916

In the third chapter I explained that in Arendt’s account forgiveness is an alternative to
punishment rather than its opposite. They share a common feature which enables Arendt to
hold that we are unable to forgive what we cannot punish and vice versa. This common
feature is the attribution of personal responsibility, which relies on the assumption that men
– despite the system in which they operate – always remain responsible persons, free agents,
capable of acting and thinking. Evidently, Arendt argues, the system cannot be left out of
account altogether. It appears in the form of circumstances, in the same sense as mitigating
circumstances in the case of crimes committed in the milieu of poverty appear, rather than as
excuses.917
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For Arendt, being a person and claiming responsibility as a person refer to the omnipresent
ability to do something on one’s own initiative, but also to the omnipresent ability to think
and judge about what one does. In her view, the ability to go back and remember what one
did is closely related to what she takes to be what a conscience is. She holds that thinking
entails a two-in-one. In thinking one engages in a mental dialogue with oneself.918 It is by
relating to oneself that one is able to experience difference in oneself. This difference in
oneself, the two-in-one, reflects the difference and otherness as it is present in the world of
appearances, where things are not merely for oneself but also for others. 919 In thinking about
what one does, one thus in fact appears to oneself. Arendt refers to Socrates who regards the
other self as a fellow who awaits him at home and cross-examines him. It is a close relative
and lives in the same house.920 Therefore, Arendt argues, in order to be able to think we must
be able to live with ourselves. The other self must be a friend.921 The only criterion for the
mental dialogue with oneself is thus agreement. One must be consistent with oneself. If the
opposite is the case, when one is in contradiction with oneself, one actually becomes one’s
own adversary.922 Conscience, she argues, is a side effect of the fact that in order to think “the
self that we all are must take care not to do anything that would make it impossible for the
two-in-one to be friends and live in harmony”:923
Its criterion for action will not be the usual rules, recognized by multitudes and
agreed upon by society, but whether I shall be able to live with myself in peace when
the time has come to think about my deeds and words. Conscience is the anticipation
924

of the fellow who awaits you if and when you come home.”
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For Arendt, conscience is thus not an inner moral law telling us what to do. Rather, it refers
to choosing one’s company in reference to exemplars: who do I want to live with? The
exemplar functions in a similar way as a principle. It does not prescribe but it orients one’s
acts and guides one’s considerations.
Through this analysis of Arendt’s notion of repentance, personhood and conscience, it
should become clear that her account on repentance or remorse as a condition for
forgiveness crucially differs from how it appears in many contemporary accounts. It does not
rely on a distinction between the sinner and his sins, or on the mere moral condemnation
and repudiation of one’s acts. In fact, Arendt’s account of repentance as the ability to ‘trace
back one’s steps’ is at the same time more and less demanding. On the one hand, it does not
require a complete transformation of who one is, to such an extent as to give rise to absurd
philosophical questions concerning whether the person we forgive is still the same as the one
who came to commit the crime.925 On the other hand, it is also more demanding, since it does
not merely require that one morally condemns and repudiates the wrongs one committed,
but also that one explicitly takes personal responsibility for it. This implies that one
acknowledges one cannot just get rid of one’s acts, one must accept them as undeniably one’s
own. This also implies that one is not able to rely on the moral ‘trick’ of reform, repudiation
and transformation in order to separate oneself from it.
It is possible to illustrate this with an example that is often referred to in the contemporary
literature on forgiveness and which is even supposed to be an outstanding piece of evidence
against Arendt’s notion of the unforgivable as applicable to war criminals: the remorse
expressed by ‘Prime Evil’ Eugène de Kock.926
From the 1980s to the early 1990s the South African police colonel de Kock kidnapped,
tortured and brutally murdered numerous anti-apartheid’s activists and members of the
ANC and thus became nicknamed ‘Prime Evil’ by the press. After apartheid, he testified in
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and revealed information about the deaths and
disclosed the full scope of C10, a counter-insurgency unit of the South African Police. In 1996
he was sentenced to two life sentences plus 212 years in prison for crimes against humanity.
Since the beginning of his sentencing he has been accusing several members of the apartheid
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government of permitting the C10 activities. In response to former state president F.W. de
Klerk’s statements that he had a clear consciousness regarding his time in office, de Kock
claimed that de Klerk’s hands were soaked in blood. In 2015 de Kock has been granted
parole.927
In her book A Human Being Died That Night Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela describes her
experiences with de Kock as a member of the Truth and Reconciliation commission and
during her encounters with him afterwards in prison. De Kock is not irrefutably repentant on
all murders he committed as a state murderer. Some of the relatives of his victims declared
not to be able to reply to his request for forgiveness since he expressed so little remorse on
the TRC hearings. Nevertheless, it is obvious that he at least acknowledges he was
responsible for these horrible killings and many of them he clearly regrets.928 Not only does
he declare that the many deaths are haunting him, he also explains that at several times he
was struggling with his conscience. He also declared that he kept a memory of his victims.929
Gobodo-Madikizela claims that de Kock knew that what he had done as a commander of
covert police activity was simply beyond what most human beings could understand. It was
also beyond what he himself could understand, once removed from the day-to-day demands
of the destructive life he had led. According to Gobodo-Madikizela, this was clearly his
burden, his struggle. She holds that this presence of a stirring within him is what
fundamentally distinguishes him from his former colleagues who appeared at the TRC as
well as from Eichmann.930 At the first day of his appearance at the TRC de Kock testified
about his role in the killing of three black policemen by means of a bomb in their car while
they had been sent on a false mission. In concluding his testimony he made an appeal to
meet the widows of the victims of the car bombing. He wanted to apologize to them and
wanted to do this in private. The widows agreed to meet him on his terms. Afterwards, when
Gobodo-Madikizela met the widows, they turned out to be profoundly touched by de Kock.
She claims that both woman he met felt that de Kock had communicated something that he
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felt deeply and that he acknowledged their pain. One of them explained that she couldn’t
hold her tears and was just nodding, as a way of saying: yes, I forgive you. She said to
Gobodo-Madikizela that she hoped that when de Kock sees their tears that he knows that it
are not only tears for their husbands, but tears for him as well. She concluded that she would
want to hold his hand, showing him that there is still a future for him, that he still can
change.931 Gobodo-Madikizela explains that it was this response of the widows that had led
her to meet de Kock in prison afterwards. It also gave rise to the fundamental questions
concerning remorse and forgiveness that she raises in her book.932 In her book, she describes
an experience during her meetings that confused her deeply. When she asks de Kock about
the widows whose forgiveness he asked, he immediately seems deeply moved and distressed
in telling her with tears in his eyes and with a broken voice how much he regrets the dead of
their husbands:
’I wish I could do much more than [say] I am sorry. I wish there was a way of
bringing their bodies back alive. I wish I could say ‘here are your husbands’’, he said,
stretching out his arms as if bearing an invisible body, his hands trembling, his
mouth quivering, ‘but unfortunately … I have to live with it.’

933

As Gobodo-Madikizela feels she can relate to him in such human circumstances, she
describes how she touches his shaking hand, surprising herself. But as the hand feels cold
and rigid, as if holding back, she recoils and recasts her spontaneous act as incompatible with
the circumstances in which she meets a person who not too long ago has used these hands to
initiate unspeakable acts of malice against people like her. In her description of how she
struggles with this act of empathy and the horror of his killings, she also refers to the next
meeting she had with him. He thanked her for the ‘other day’, a reference to the meeting in
the prison room and then, with an expression of amazement, he said: “You know Pumla, that
was my trigger hand you touched.”934 She describes how this statement confused her, as it
held confusing and contradicting messages. She claims that it has not lost its grip on her
untill that moment, nor has softened its visceral impact.935 When she deals with the incident
in the book, Gobodo-Madikizela is swinged back and forth between considerations about de
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Kock clinging to his evil identity on the one hand and psycho-analytic theories about a
strategy of ‘splitting off’ his hand from the rest of him, as if the trigger hand is to capture all
that is evil about him on the other. In my view, however, the statement in fact points at de
Kock’s acknowledgement that he is unable to remove his past acts. The ‘trigger hand’ is an
omnipresent recollection to his memory. He wants to make sure Gobodo-Madikizela is
aware of that fact. Her gesture did not touch him in his true and pure humanity, but rather
touched upon the evil he cannot liberate himself from. As Gobodo-Madikizela also remarks,
his statement was also a plea. He wanted her to reassure him that despite his murderous
past, she would still reach out for him. In fact, he wants her to acknowledge the evil as what it
is, just like he does. As Gobodo-Madikizela rightly puts it: “He was not able to disown his
past”.936
Nevertheless, we should ask ourselves whether the remorse that is expressed by De Kock
would be sufficient to forgive him. Although the offender’s effort to go back and remember
may be a necessary condition, it is questionable whether it is also a sufficient condition. It
may very well be the case that in tracing back one’s steps one finds that one has chosen - be it
willfully or indifferently - to be in the company of a murderer. In going back and
remembering, it may thus be the case that one cannot liberate oneself from the murderer
one has chosen to be in company with. One may indeed, as De Kock puts it, “have to live
with it”.937 This may also imply that one has to live with the fact that forgiveness is impossible
for the murderer one has chosen to live with. Acknowledgment and remorse lose their
meaning if they are merely a way of escaping the disagreement one has caused in oneself.
True acknowledgment and true remembrance require the courage to admit that one might
have done the unforgivable.938 This might also further illuminate Arendt’s reference to Jesus
I pointed at in the beginning of this chapter. Arendt does not only points out that it were
better if the one who did the unforgivable was hanged a millstone around his neck and cast
in the sea, but also emphasizes that it were better for him. She holds that “these phrase makes
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Jesus’ remark read as though the agent of this offense, the nature of which is only indicated
as an unsurmountable obstacle, had extinguished himself”.939
In conclusion, Arendt’s notion of the unforgivable makes clear that her account avoids some
of the pitfalls that are present in the contemporary literature on forgiveness. Her description
of the unforgivable as what falls beyond our human power diverges from a notion of the
unforgivable as posing an ultimate challenge to the moral person. The unforgivable does not
refer to the extra-ordinary paradoxical effort of the virtuous person to do the impossible.
Instead, it refers to the fact that acting human beings are never omnipotent. Forgiveness is an
interdependent activity, which depends on a shared effort to care for the common world.
Arendt’s notion of the unforgivable also points out that, although she conceives of
forgiveness as a spontaneous act that is not determined by moral motivations, reasons and
attitudes, it is not a gratuitous and blind moral gift. Her emphasis on the limitations of joint
action and human power and her notion of love of the world establish a criterion for
forgiveness. But, in her view, forgiveness is also not reduced to a mere moral transaction. As
an interdependent act it is not aimed at restoring moral equality, but rather it aims to address
the other as a unique and distinct acting person.
Finally, Arendt’s account of the unforgivable enables us to see that in her view on
forgiveness one’s responsibility as an agent is acknowledged. If one ceases to perceive of
oneself as an acting person and refrains from thinking about what one is doing or has done,
one may not only do the unforgivable, but one also cannot be liberated as an acting person. If
one denies the contingency of one’s actions and one’s natality and plurality, forgiveness
becomes powerless. The power of forgiveness only comes into being when one is prepared to
take initiative in the world and to share this world with others.
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Conclusion

In this dissertation I argued that Hannah Arendt’s account of forgiveness, politics and
freedom enables a fundamental revision of the most important topics of discussion in the
contemporary literature on forgiveness. I aimed to demonstrate that Arendt does not only
offer a valuable alternative for the common conceptions of forgiveness. Above all, in
discussing the underlying assumptions of these conceptions, I aimed to reveal that Arendt’s
uncommon view also offers some critical solutions to the problems and paradoxes these
conceptions give rise to.
In the first part of this thesis I discussed two prevailing perplexities that arise in the
contemporary debate on forgiveness. The first perplexity concerns the relation between
forgiveness and responsible wrongdoing. One of the main assumptions in the literature is
that forgiveness is a response to responsible wrongdoing and is therefore to be distinguished
from excusing. Furthermore, forgiveness is also often conceived as an act that is aimed at
understanding the wrongdoer and at coming to terms with him in view of a shared
vulnerability for doing wrong. However, these conceptions in fact undermine the
assumption that forgiveness is a response to responsible wrongdoing. Consequently, this
raises the question as to how forgiveness may liberate someone from a wrong without either
nullifying the wrong or denying their responsibility for it.
The second perplexity results from two paradoxes of forgiveness. The first paradox is a
moral paradox: forgiveness turns out to be a moral ‘impossibility’ since, on the one hand, it
entails an attitude of moral re-acceptance, while, on the other hand, the wrongdoing also
demands to be morally condemned. Therefore, it has often been argued that forgiveness can
only be granted when there are good moral reasons to do so. However, when forgiveness
depends on good moral reasons it gets entrapped in a second paradox, the so-called logical
paradox of forgiveness, described by Kolnai. This paradox implies that forgiveness is either
unjustified or pointless. In the absence of moral reasons it is unjustified because it fails to
appropriately condemn the wrong and thus amounts to condoning it. In the presence of
moral reasons it is pointless because these reasons make forgiveness redundant as a moral
act of re-integration. These paradoxes thus call into question whether forgiveness is even a
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meaningful practice. Does it really achieve anything? Is it even possible to make sense of
forgiveness without being involved in a meek acceptance of the wrong? Or is it only reserved
for those extra-ordinary morally virtuous persons that somehow succeed in doing the
‘impossible’?
In the second chapter of the first part I discussed Arendt’s account of human action and
freedom and argued that Arendt’s view on forgiveness offers a way out of these perplexities. I
claimed that the perplexities and paradoxes in the contemporary literature result from the
dominant idea that forgiveness is essentially a moral practice, enabled by an individual’s
moral reasons, principles, attitudes and incentives. Arendt’s account of human action,
however, enables a completely different view on both wrongdoing and the act of forgiveness.
Her account involves a radical turn to the act, in which man as an initiator is central rather
than man as a rational moral subject. In addition, Arendt takes action to be only possible in a
community of others, a plurality of men. Other acting human beings are constitutive for both
the meaning of an act and the possibility of dealing with its consequences. This shift in
perspective enables to conceive of the wrong that is done as an irreversible object rather than
merely an infringement of one’s moral integrity. The wrongful act involves irreparable
damage and poses a remaining and tangible obstacle. It is thus not a mere moral offence,
which can be withdrawn by repentance, apologies or excuses. In Arendt’s view, actions
always take place in a web of relationships and therefore its consequences are irreversible
and boundless. As an act, the wrong also takes place among other acting beings and leaves its
irreversible consequences among them. Forgiveness therefore appeals to the common
responsible effort to absorb the damage of what has been done, rather than to an individual’s
moral capacities and values. From this perspective, forgiveness no longer appears as an act of
moral restoration, aimed at restoring the moral integrity of the individual and the moral
community. It is also not involved with the salvation of sin or the cleansing of a moral stain.
Instead, it is a transformative act of political restoration. Moreover, Arendt’s view on action,
freedom, plurality and natality enables to perceive of forgiveness as a spontaneous act, which
is not in need of any good reasons and moral incentives in order to interrupt a series of
events. As initiators, we always appear among others in a distinct and unique way through
acting and speaking. This unique and irreducible appearance enables us to do the
unexpected and unprecedented.
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In the second part, I further developed these insights on forgiveness and explored a different
view on the liberation and power of forgiveness. I argued that Arendt’s shift in perspective
enables to demonstrate that the liberation and power of forgiveness do not consist of the
individual psychological strength to transform negative emotions of either blind hate or
morally legitimized resentment to positive sentiments such as love, generosity and empathy
as standard accounts argue. Rather, the power of forgiveness arises from the freedom that is
obtained as soon as one appears as an initiator rather than as someone that is in need of the
right transforming moral sentiments, motivations, considerations and principles. It is this
capacity to take initiative that enables to break the spell of the past. In forgiveness one
appeals to the omnipresent capacity to ‘start anew’, whatever the sentiments and incentives
may be. It is this capacity to ‘interrupt’ a series of events that puts a stop to the past and
liberates one from its consequences. It is the power of acting in a community with others that
brings either to a standstill or changes the path of an object that is irreversibly put into
motion. Without this interruption, the object keeps on rumbling ruthlessly and continues to
cause damage. The capacity to start anew succeeds in interrupting what from a psychological
and moral point of view is constantly in need of good reasons. As a result of this requirement
for good reasons, forgiveness appears as either insuperable and impossible or pointless and
thus becomes entangled in itself. Precisely when it is in search for conditions, supportive
attitudes and justifications, forgiveness fails to get rid of the past. In contrast, the sheer
capacity to take initiative puts an abrupt end to all kind of reasons, incentives and
requirements and, simultaneously, makes a new and unknown beginning.
To the question where this freedom to act spontaneously may come from, Arendt responds
in a quite radical way. She holds that, as soon as we start to explain the freedom of action in
terms of what causes it or motivates it, we already lose sense of its freedom and contingency.
It is also for this reason that she assumes that freedom ought not to be defined as an inner
freedom of the will. For Arendt, the concept of a free will is in fact a contradictio in terminis.
The will is what makes a compelling appeal to us. It has an imperative character. It
commands. Therefore, it rather tends to defeat its freedom. For this reason, Arendt holds
that real freedom can only be experienced in acting. The spontaneity of acting is not a sheer
inner capacity. As human beings who are capable of taking initiative, we are invited and
inspired by others to act. It is the possibility to act with and among each other that
constitutes our freedom. Consequently, in her view, forgiveness is not an inner moral
struggle for justification but an interdependent liberating act.
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In the third chapter of the second part I argued that Arendt’s specific view on human action
also enables to see that forgiveness is not about changing one’s judgments about who the
wrongdoer truly is. It does not involve the ability to discern the wrongdoer’s moral essence
from his immoral acts. Rather, Arendt’s account of action precludes thinking of who
someone truly is in terms of similar moral qualities or an inviolable moral value. She
assumes that who someone is can only be revealed in how he acts, in what he does. This
precludes appealing to one’s moral essence in order to liberate either oneself or another
from what is done. Therefore, I pointed out that it is precisely because a person cannot be
discerned from his actions that it is required to rely on the interdependent and artificial act
of forgiveness to disengage him. Rather than depending on a transformation of judgements,
forgiveness enacts a transformation that is not possible in any other way. In addition, in the
last chapter I explained how Arendt’s view on the close interconnection between who
someone is and what they do also brings about a completely different view on repentance. In
Arendt’s view, repentance or remorse entails the capacity to take responsibility for what one
did. It involves ‘tracing back one’s steps’, remembering what one did and realizing its
consequences. One cannot just repudiate one’s acts and dissociate oneself from what one did
in reference to an inner truer or better self. Moreover, only others are capable to liberate one
from the consequences of one’s acts. They have the power to interrupt the further
consequences of the act. They absorb the damage that is done and restore the possibility of
the other to act anew. This way one is granted the ability to act again and to appear in a
different and unexpected manner among others.
Consequently, it is brought to the fore that, rather than a pointless affirmation of a
transformation that already has taken place, as Kolnai portrays it, forgiveness is a meaningful
and indispensible transformative practice. As an act, it constitutes new realities and
relationships. It brings something new and unexpected into the world. It also becomes clear
that, within this view, forgiveness is not an act that merely condones a wrong in view of one’s
inner capacities or one’s good intentions. It is also not denying one’s responsibility for the
wrong. On the contrary, Arendt’s account of human action even enables to see that one is not
merely responsible for what one has intended or aimed to do. She holds that we are always
able to take responsibility for what we did, irrespective of what our intentions and aims for
acting have been.
Arendt’s account of human action, forgiveness and freedom also fundamentally revises the
meaning of forgiveness as a political concept. In the fourth chapter of the second part I
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revealed that the problems and doubts that rise in regard to the appropriateness and
possibilities of forgiveness in politics, are the consequence of the strongly morally laden
interpretation most accounts on forgiveness remain entangled in. I argued that it is only
possible to adequately understand the political meaning of forgiveness if one properly gives
account of the specificity of the political relation. In Arendt’s view, the political relation
cannot be grasped in terms of what makes us similar to each other, namely our shared moral
capacities, sentiments and shortcomings. Rather, in order to understand the meaning of
forgiveness as a political practice it is necessary to give account of the condition of plurality,
the irreducible distinctness and uniqueness of every acting human being. Sentiments such as
sympathy and compassion or the universal love of one’s neighbour overlook the other as a
distinct being. They destroy the distance between people that is necessary for free acting. It is
revealed that only free and spontaneous acting is capable of liberating another and oneself of
the consequences of the past. Therefore, Arendt assumes that forgiving requires an attitude
of distance and respect, rather than special sentiments. It is this distance that enables us to
address the other as a distinct, acting person, rather than as an entity belonging to the
general category of human beings with qualities, talents and shortcomings like every one
else.
I also clarified that, in Arendt’s account, the political relation ought not to be distinguished
from interpersonal relationships. The political relation is not reduced to institutional
relations. For Arendt, the political relation itself is a throughout interpersonal relation. The
distinction between moral and political relations does not involve a distinction between an
interpersonal domain of interaction and an institutional domain of interaction. Rather, she
takes moral relations to primarily entail an attitude towards one’s self, which then,
secondarily, determines one’s relationships to others. The political relation, in contrast, is
brought about by one’s existence among others. It arises from the fact that these others are
always present and bring about relations and experiences one can never have with oneself.
This implies that, in her view, forgiveness is not a practice that has to be transferred from a
moral, interpersonal domain to a political, public domain, as it is conceived in Tutu’s and
Griswold’s views. Rather, Arendt’s account enables to reveal forgiveness as an inherently
political practice. I argued that it therefore dismantles much of the problems and doubts that
arise in relation to the applicability of a moral concept in a political context.
Arendt’s description of forgiveness as an intrinsic political practice also enabled to point out
that it is not concerned with the salvation of man or mankind, as it is conceived in religiously
inspired accounts. It is not an effort to liberate man from his earthly sins in view of his
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eternal existence with God. Instead, it is an interdependent practice that takes responsibility
for our interpersonal political relations out of love for the world we hold in common. It is
part of the common effort to be at home in the world we share, rather than take the world as
a mere temporary intermediate stage towards eternal salvation. This way, it becomes clear
that forgiveness has its meaning as a real tangible concern for our everyday interpersonal
relations with others, rather than it were an act of extra-ordinary virtuosity.
Furthermore, I argued that the principle of universal love of man, on which both some
contemporary moral and traditional religious accounts rely, precludes conceiving of
forgiveness as a concrete, unexpected, distinct and limited act. It tends to overlook concrete
and distinct persons and fails to take interpersonal conflicts seriously. Consequently, it
amounts to ignoring and hence to condoning wrongdoing in view of the universal moral
value of every human person. In contrast, the principle of love of the world in Arendt’s
account does provide a criterion for forgiveness. It is a criterion that is able to avoid the
pitfalls of conditions that are tied to moral satisfaction and that tend to reduce forgiveness to
a mere moral transaction. In view of the love of the world, one may judge that some acts are
unforgivable. However, they are not unforgivable because they are crossing every possible
moral boundary in a very extreme way and therefore insult all moral values, as some
respondents in Wiesenthal’s Sunflower hold. Rather, for Arendt, they are unforgivable
because they put a block on the future in such a way that it becomes impossible to remove
the obstacle they pose. They are acts that release forces in the world that render human
action - which is so indispensable for holding a world in common - powerless. By doing so,
their actors are not only denying the spontaneity and plurality of their victims, but also their
own spontaneity and plurality. They therefore cease to perceive of themselves as acting
persons. Arendt therefore holds that these acts should not be forgiven and their actors
should be removed from our common world. They pose a threat, not to our moral value, but
to our capacity to act with others. For this reason, Arendt takes the condition of remorse understood as the possibility to realize what one did -, to be crucial for forgiveness. Yet, truly
realizing what one did may also lead to the conclusion that what one did remains
unforgivable and there is no way in which on can be liberated from what is done.
Consequently, I clarified that, in Arendt’s view, unforgivable acts do not establish an
ultimate moral challenge to overcome the ‘impossible’. Forgiveness is not a paradoxical act
of moral self-fulfilment on the one hand and an ultimate sacrifice of the self and its reasons
on the other, as it is portrayed by Derrida. Instead, it is a real everyday interdependent
practice that takes responsibility for the world in which we live among others.
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In summary, in this dissertation I argued that Arendt’s specific view on the acting subject,
wrongdoing and freedom enables a radical new perspective on practices of forgiveness,
political reconciliation, re-integration and punishment. I aimed to demonstrate that Arendt’s
view does not have to be a mere source of inspiration to contemporary theories about these
practices. Rather, she provides some crucial means and arguments for a thorough reinvestigation of the meaning, operation and aims of these practices. This also underscores
the critical relevance of her fundamental revision of the traditional philosophical and moral
assumptions about the acting subject, his freedom and his relation to others.
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Summary
In this dissertation I argue that Hannah Arendt’s concept of forgiveness enables a
fundamental revision of the most important discussions in the contemporary literature on
forgiveness. I demonstrate that the moral assumptions about forgiveness in these discussions
give rise to all kinds of problems and paradoxes. Hannah Arendt’s account of acting and her
concept of freedom enable to tackle these assumptions. Moreover, from the alternatives her
account offers it becomes possible to rethink forgiveness as a practice thoroughly and to
offer solutions for the problems that seem unavoidable in the contemporary approaches.
In the first part I analyse how forgiveness is disentangled from forgetting, excusing and
condoning in the contemporary literature. This brings to the fore some crucial features of
forgiveness and enables me to call into question the most important assumptions about
forgiveness. I reveal how Arendt’s theory of action involves a shift in perspective, which
sheds a whole new light on what is at stake in the act of forgiveness. Her account implies a
‘turn to the act’ which on the one hand sketches another picture of the wrong forgiveness is
dealing with and on the other hand shows how in the act of forgiveness one is precisely
disentangling oneself from moral motivations and attitudes.
In the second part I mobilize some of Arendt’s key concepts in order to clarify what kind of
liberation is at stake in forgiveness. Her concept of freedom gives short shrift to conceptions
that are based on self-mastery and a moral transformation of sentiments. I also demonstrate
that her concept of forgiveness does not address someone’s pure inner moral core but
precisely presumes that who someone truly is, is only revealed through her actions.
Forgiveness does not offer a mere salvation of one’s sins, but it restores the possibility to act
again and to appear in a different way. Arendt’s concept of forgiveness starts from how
humans appear in their uniqueness and not from a moral subject with similar moral
qualities. This enables to understand forgiveness as intrinsic political practice, in which one
takes responsibility for oneself, the other and the world one holds in common. However, this
political practice is not omnipotent and the unforgivable does not set up an ultimate moral
challenge but a boundary. Subsequently, repentance also appears as the ability to ‘trace back
one’s steps’ instead of merely repudiating what one did.
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Samenvatting
In deze dissertatie argumenteer ik dat Hannah Arendts concept van vergeving een
fundamentele revisie mogelijk maakt van de belangrijkste discussies die in de hedendaagse
literatuur over vergeving worden gevoerd. Ik toon aan dat er in die discussies allerlei
problemen en paradoxen opduiken die het gevolg zijn van bepaalde morele assumpties over
vergeving. Hannah Arendts opvatting van het handelen en haar concept van vrijheid maken
het mogelijk deze assumpties aan te pakken. Bovendien wordt het mogelijk om vanuit de
alternatieven die zij biedt vergeving als praktijk grondig te herdenken en een oplossing te
bieden voor de problemen die in de hedendaagse benaderingen onvermijdelijk lijken.
In het eerste deel analyseer ik hoe vergeving in de hedendaagse literatuur wordt losgemaakt
van vergeten, excuseren en vergoelijken. Dit brengt een aantal cruciale kenmerken van
vergeving naar voor en maakt het mogelijk de belangrijkste assumpties over vergeving te
bespreken en bevragen. Vervolgens laat ik zien hoe Arendts theorie van het handelen een
perspectiefwissel inhoudt die een heel nieuw licht werpt op wat er in de praktijk van
vergeving op het spel staat. Haar benadering impliceert een ‘ommekeer naar de act’ die
enerzijds een ander beeld schetst van het kwaad waarmee vergeving omgaat en anderzijds
laat zien hoe men zich in de act van vergeving precies losmaakt van morele motivaties en
attitudes.
In het tweede deel zet ik een aantal van Arendts kernconcepten in om uit te klaren welke
bevrijding in vergeving op het spel staat. Haar concept van vrijheid maakt komaf met
concepties die uitgaan van zelfbeheersing en een morele transformatie van sentimenten. Ik
toon ook aan dat haar concept van vergeving zich niet richt op iemands zuivere innerlijke
morele kern maar precies veronderstelt dat wie iemand echt is pas tot uitdrukking komt in
zijn handelen. Vergeving biedt geen loutere verlossing voor de zonden, maar herstelt de
mogelijkheid opnieuw te handelen en op een andere manier te verschijnen. Arendts
vergevingsconcept gaat uit van hoe mensen in hun uniekheid verschijnen en niet van een
moreel subject met dezelfde morele kwaliteiten. Dit maakt het mogelijk vergeving als een
intrinsiek politieke praktijk te begrijpen, waarin men verantwoordelijkheid opneemt voor
zichzelf en de ander en voor de wereld waarin je met die ander samenleeft. Deze politieke
praktijk is echter niet almachtig en het onvergeeflijke vormt geen ultieme morele uitdaging
maar een grens. Berouw verschijnt vervolgens ook als het vermogen om ‘op de stappen terug
te keren’ in plaats van slechts afstand te nemen van wat men heeft gedaan.
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