Charles Griswold, Forgiveness: A Philosophical Exploration.  New York, Cambridge University Press, 2007, 242 pp. ISBN 978-0-521-70351-2, US $21.99 (Pb).
At first glance, Charles Griswold’s has provided a first-rate analysis of the concept of forgiveness in his Forgiveness: A Philosophical Exploration.  But he does more than this: he offers us a quiet warning.  Griswold warns us that the fate of this imperfect world turns on genuine acts of forgiveness.  In this light, mistaking pseudo-forgiveness for the real thing is perilous and the clarity that Griswold’s analysis offers is lifesaving.  Indeed, if Griswold’s analysis is on the mark then we chronically mistake pseudo-forgiveness for the real thing.  While most would agree that an “I-forgive-you” is not genuine if not heartfelt, Griswold contends that the heartfelt utterance is not yet enough.  Rather, genuine forgiveness also requires the repentance of the wrongdoer.  So understood, genuine and morally efficacious forgiveness is an inescapably collective achievement requiring the transformation of both the victim and the wrongdoer.  Again, if Griswold is correct then we are increasingly mere pseudo-forgivers, cajoled by popular press into believing that the hard work of forgiveness is done when it is only begun.
The claim that genuine forgiveness waits on the wrongdoer is sobering at a time when forgiveness is promoted as a matter of personal psychological hygiene.  But this powerful countercultural claim is just one of Griswold’s contributions, couched as it is in an expansive work with an ambitious scope.  In Forgiveness: A Philosophical Exploration, Griswold takes us all the way from theory to application, from a philosophic history of the concept of forgiveness to an examination the limits of the U.S. Vietnam Veterans Memorial as a mode of political apology and reconciliation.  
The book as a whole is divided into five chapters, the first of which registers a significant shift between Ancient and Modern understandings of forgiveness.  Forgiveness, considered a weakness by Ancients and pre-Christians, is subsequently touted as a virtue.  Griswold explains: for perfectionists like Aristotle, to be in a position to forgive was to be in a position of having been injured; and the vulnerability implied by injury was thought a weakness rather than an occasion for virtue.  “Forgiveness [as a virtue],” Griswold urges, “is more appropriate to an outlook that emphasizes the notion of a common and irremediably finite and fallible human nature” (p. 14).  On Griswold’s reading, it is a wide appreciation of human finitude, fallibility, and imperfection that enables Butler’s view to take hold in the eighteenth-century.  On Butler’s Modern view, forgiveness is a praiseworthy forswearing of revenge, even though, as Griswold notes, the view that forgiveness is forswearing resentment is more often attributed to Butler.  On Griswold’s reading, Butler maintains that resentment is morally useful if proportionate, and cautions against only those abuses which have revenge rather than justice as their aim.  In addition, Griswold adds, Modern forgiveness is virtuous only if warranted from a perspective at once detached and sympathetic.
Elements of both the Ancient and Modern views subsequently figure into Griswold’s own rendering of the virtue of “forgivingness,” where forgivingness is the virtuous disposition that genuine acts of forgiveness express (p. 17).  In keeping with the Ancients, Griswold places the virtue of forgivingness as a mean between deficiency and excess; in keeping with the Moderns, forgivingness is a virtue against the backdrop of irremediable human imperfection.  Along with the Moderns, too, Griswold holds that achieving the mean of forgivingness requires detached sympathy, a sympathy that ensures one will offer forgiveness neither too readily nor too grudgingly.  Indeed, although it is tempting to attribute to Griswold the view that there ought to be more forgiveness, he is also clear that we ought not – and even cannot – be hasty about it.  Borrowing from Aristotle, forgiveness should – and even must – happen on the right occasions, with respect to the right people, for the right reasons, and in the right way or manner.  As a disposition, the virtue of forgivingness does not itself require the actual existence of wrongs, which would create some tension for the account; still, it is worth noting that Griswold’s virtue of forgivingness appears to be more deeply individuated by human wrongdoing than classic and Aristotelian virtues.
In the second chapter, “Forgiveness at Its Best,” Griswold describes the paradigmatic case: the victim feels warranted resentment upon injury; the wrongdoer feels sympathy for the victim, feels regret, and commits to self-transformation; the wrongdoer constructs and communicates a narrative that renders the wrongdoing “intelligible” to the victim and asks for forgiveness (p. 51).  In turn, the sympathetic victim avoids mistaking various forms of pseudo-forgiveness – for example, forgetting, excusing, condoning, rationalizing, dismissing, and so on – for forgiveness itself, ceases to define the wrongdoer by the wrongdoing, and recognizes instead a shared and imperfect humanity.  Forgiveness is granted.  Three features of this paradigm case are prominent.  First, and as Griswold realizes, the analysis appears to further disempower victims of wrongdoing since victims must wait on wrongdoers in order to wield the so-called power of forgiveness.  Second, and related, the analysis seems to prolong the perhaps already painful moral entanglement between victims and wrongdoers.  Finally, forgiveness is not simply supererogatory on Griswold’s analysis: although it is “not unjust” for the victim to refuse forgiveness if the wrongdoer has taken the appropriate steps, refusing forgiveness signals a “blamable” deficiency of the virtue of forgivingness (p. 68).  Moreover, refusing forgiveness in these cases is a failure to “vote for the victory of such values as respect, growth and renewal, harmony of self and reconciliation, affection, and love” (p. 71).  In other words, although there is a sense in which it is always the victim’s prerogative to grant or refuse forgiveness, the sense is not deep: it may yet be wrong for her to do so.
According to Griswold, forgiveness requires detached sympathy of both victim and wrongdoer.  Later in the second chapter, this puzzling requirement rightly gets a closer look.  According to Griswold, the sympathy that forgiveness requires is “Smithean,” a la the Theory of Moral Sentiments: it is more than a non-cognitive Humean “contagion” and yet falls short of compassion or affirmation (p. 85).  Smithean sympathy requires an act of “imaginative participation in the perspective and situation of the other, without falling into the sort of emotional identification that leads to a loss of self” (p. 88).  Plainly, emotional identification with the wrongdoer is to be avoided; to ask a victim to emotionally identify with the wrongdoer would be too much to ask, and might even lead to excusing, condoning, rationalizing, or other forms of pseudo-forgiveness instead of the real thing.  Still, Griswold might have given the requisite form of sympathy more thorough treatment, since even imaginative participation in the perspective and situation of a wrongdoer – to the extent this participation is possible and warranted – is a morally risky enterprise inasmuch as it approximates emotional identification.  To risk over-identification with a saint is one thing; to risk over-identification with a sadist or psychopath is quite another.  In light of such moral hazards, Griswold’s detached sympathy requirement raises unaddressed questions about the relationship between interpersonal forgiveness, frailty, and moral risk.
Although genuine forgiveness is always genuine, it is not always paradigmatic.  Chapter Three, “Imperfect Forgiveness,” considers deviations from the ideal including third-party forgiveness and forgiveness of the dead.  Metaphysically-minded readers will be pleased that Griswold declares his ontology up front: “forgiveness admits of approximation or degree” in relation to the ideal (p. 114).  Yet, forgiveness admits of degrees only “to a degree,” since three conditions must be met by even non-paradigmatic cases for them to be genuine: 
(1) The victim is or would have been willing to forgive.
(2) The wrongdoer is or has been repentant. 
(3) The act is forgivable.
Each condition is motivated by deviant cases. (1) Victims may be either unwilling or unable to forgive.  In such cases, Griswold licenses a third party to forgive on an unwilling victim’s behalf provided that the third party is appropriately intimate with the victim and can construct a “credible narrative” identifying those “different circumstances” in which the victim would have forgiven the wrongdoer (p. 119).  Here, it is reasonable to worry that Griswold has made third-party trumps too easy.  Although Griswold does deny the possibility of third-party forgiveness if the victim “never gave us… any reason for entertaining the slightest hope that she would, under any conditions whatsoever, forgive,” the words “never” and “slightest” and “whatsoever” belie his effort (p. 119).  More uneasy-making, for some readers, will be the possibility that a wrongdoer might self-forgive “in the victim’s voice” with a credible narrative in hand (p. 123).  Still, according to Griswold, someone besides the victim must be able to forgive – whether a third-party or the wrongdoer – so that a repentant wrongdoer is not “doomed to the status of the unforgiven should her victim so declare,” which would be “counterintuitive” (p. 118).  Although Griswold illuminates the third-party path to forgiveness, the path to third-party refusals – as might be appropriate in cases of severe abuse – is hazy.  To be sure, Griswold’s reasons for greasing the wheels of forgiveness could not be more serious: genuine forgiveness promises to keep a fallen world from falling farther still.  (2) Wrongdoers may be dead or absent, a fact which makes remorse plainly difficult to secure.  Here, Griswold hints that forgiveness is possible if diaries or letters surface – that is, if the victim has evidence that the wrongdoer would have sought forgiveness.  Evidence of past remorse will do in non-paradigmatic cases.  However, future remorse will not: a wrongdoer who is unremorseful in the present should not – perhaps cannot – be forgiven even if projective forgiveness would elicit remorse in the future.  The ruling against projective, belief-will-make-it-so forgiveness merits examination in light of Griswold’s appeal to counterfactuals if wrongdoers are dead or absent.  However, it may be his view that counterfactuals are more secure than credible projections, and it is in keeping with the countercultural spirit of the account that the probability of forgiveness without repentance is near-zero.  (3) The third and final condition above is that the wrongdoing be humanly forgivable, a condition that is arguably redundant since it is satisfied if the first condition is satisfied.  Although Griswold is wise to avoid specifying the relationship between the unforgiven and the unforgivable with any moral exactitude, he tends toward the view that all wrongdoings are humanly forgivable while acknowledging that human capacities for forgiveness are limited in specific cases.  Accordingly, whether a wrong will be forgiven is a contingent matter.  The “dyadic character of interpersonal forgiveness entwines two lines of luck” and, inevitably and irreversibly, “each party’s vulnerability to luck is augmented by the independence required for the completed moral exchange” (p. 132).
In Chapter Four, “Political Apology, Forgiveness, and Reconciliation,” Griswold recommends that we replace talk of political forgiveness with talk of political apology, reserving forgiveness-talk for the interpersonal case.  Unlike third-party forgiveness and forgiveness of the dead, as above, he argues that political apology is not near enough to forgiveness to warrant being “analyzed as… one of its non-paradigmatic or (logically) deficient modes” (p. 138).  Crudely put, forgiveness can only get so large before its defining sentiments dissipate, and the size of whole institutions and governments is well-beyond the maximum.  Still, Griswold urges, a genuine political apology must meet conditions including “an address to the party injured,” an address that “depends on truthful statement of the facts” and expresses both regret and a demonstrated commitment to change.  Accordingly, “some political gestures… will not count as political apology, even though they may share its end of bringing about reconciliation” (p.145).  By this measure, Griswold defends the success of the University of Alabama’s apology for its participation in slavery, the U.S. Government’s apology to Japanese-Americans for their internment during World War II, even if compromised by the offer of reparations, and the late King Hussein’s apology to the parents of children murdered by a Jordanian soldier.  He remains ambivalent about the U.S. Senate’s 2005 apology for failing to enact anti-lynching legislation since the vote was not unanimous, but he is decisive in his judgment that McNamara’s putative apology for his role in Vietnam does not meet the conditions.  Nor does Nixon’s putative apology by deed of resignation meet them.  “The deed does not say it,” Griswold urges, “The deed as such is underdetermined” (p. 167).
Words appear to be essential for interpersonal forgiveness, as well, whether for the purpose of disambiguation or some other.  How else interpersonal forgiveness and political reconciliation are alike is not clear; Griswold emphasizes the ways in which interpersonal forgiveness and political reconciliation differ.  One significant difference is that anger or resentment does not – and should not – stand in the way of political reconciliation even if it precludes interpersonal forgiveness.  Indeed, Griswold suggests, political bodies that “encourage a culture of [political] apology and [interpersonal] forgiveness” risk confusing “the two notions… with each other, to the detriment of each” (p. 181).  Political reconciliation and interpersonal forgiveness express importantly distinct virtues, respectively public and private, sentimental and non-sentimental; and conflation interferes with their respective functioning.  Also significant is the absence of a category of non-paradigmatic political reconciliation.  If Griswold had countenanced the category of non-paradigmatic political reconciliation, the non-unanimous 2005 Senate apology and other similar cases might nicely fit into it.  However, exploring these and other asymmetries would take Griswold beyond the scope of this already expansive work; it is a virtue of his account, then, that it generates these questions and so many others.
In his closing chapter, “Truth, Memory, and Civic Reconciliation without Apology,” Griswold argues that the U.S. Vietnam Veterans Memorial [VVM] fails as a political apology to U.S. soldiers and their families, let alone to the Vietnamese.  The “national gravestone” which lists the “58,000 names of Americans who died and are missing in action as a result of this war” fails despite its efficacy as a memorial and despite its immense power to effect “therapeutic reconciliation” for visitors (p. 202, p. 207).  Although the VVM manages to effect palpably a civic mode of reconciliation, Griswold explains that it fails as a mode of political apology because it is politically neutral in vital respects.  The VVM does not explicitly condemn the U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War; nor does it offer any apology to soldiers or their families.  Griswold well-realizes that the apparent political neutrality of the VVM is “intended to make possible the non-neutral proclamation of the honor of the Veterans’ service in Vietnam” (p. 206).  Nonetheless, “without a stand on the questions of justice and responsibility,” “the question of political apology does not arise.”  Political apology is incompatible with such “silence – one might even say, evasion” (p. 208).  In response to the objection that the whole of the VVM admits remorse, that the sculpture articulates “a certain settling of accounts” even if the wanted words do not appear, Griswold reasserts the importance of the verbal deed (p. 203).  He cannot be faulted for inconsistency.
Finally, two features of Forgiveness: A Philosophical Exploration considered as a whole work are among its most engaging.  The first is Griswold’s foundationalism.  In this case, dyadic forgiveness is foundational – logically if not also epistemologically – and related but distinct notions like political reconciliation are derivative.  Now, Griswold is clear that political reconciliation is not a form of forgiveness; but his treatment of political reconciliation is suggestive of forgiveness diluted by spacetime and population, and it seems to require some relationship to sympathy even if only remote, indirect, or imitative.  It is an additional feature of Griswold’s particular foundationalism that dyadic forgiveness rather than self-forgiveness, in which “forgiving and forgiven parties are in some sense the same” is foundational (p. 125).  Dyadic forgiveness is foundational despite Griswold’s assertion that there is “truth… to the popular view that the self-renewal intrinsic to forgiveness requires self-forgiveness” (p. 128).  As a result of his commitment to dyadic foundationalism, Griswold strains to construe self-forgiveness on the model of dyadic forgiveness without splitting the self-forgiving self into discrete consciousnesses.  Self-forgiveness resists the dyadic paradigm in a second way, too: there is no third-party forgiveness for self-injuries.  That is, self-forgiveness can only be granted by the self itself.  In the light of Griswold’s implicit commitment to foundationalism, exceptions become explananda.  Here, it is tempting either (a) to see self-forgiveness as paradigmatic or more ‘perfect’ than dyadic forgiveness, or (b) to see self-forgiveness as sui generis, as no more like interpersonal forgiveness than political reconciliation.

Second, and as with all conceptual analyses, Griswold’s project is part descriptive and part normative.  Ideally, conceptual analyses like Griswold’s help to keep our concepts sharp enough that they might do the work we require of them.  Such analyses do the difficult work of being sensitive to actual use of concepts while at the same time staving off misuse.  Presumably, it is for this reason that Griswold sometimes claims, for example, that it is impossible for a victim to genuinely forgive an unrepentent wrongdoer and at other times claims that it is wrong for a victim to forgive an unremorseful wrongdoer.  Although this may seem a vacillation on Griswold’s part, it is more plausible that this reflects the deepest and most difficult nature of his enterprise.  Additionally, and to the extent that it is normative, it is doubly so: conceptually and ethically.  Griswold aims to both rein in the concept and to promote acts of forgiveness, an aim that makes the descriptive and normative dimensions of the project all the more difficult to disentangle.  Again, rather than a weakness of the account, this feature is a testament to the deep and difficult relationship between these enterprises.
One finishes Griswold’s Forgiveness: A Philosophical Exploration wanting to continue the conversation, to find out yet more.  That the account raises so many questions is a clear strength of what is also a wide-ranging text that somehow manages to discuss Ancient notions of forgiveness, offer its own positive and countercultural account, and engage with contemporary politics, and all in a refreshingly accessible fashion.  By offering an analysis of forgiveness that is straightforward only on its face, Griswold has made a contribution to the field that is sure to shape conversations to come.  There is hope for us yet.
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