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the modern conception of forgiveness even exist in ancient times?

I am about to argue that it did not.! In its place, there were other
strategies of reconciliation between an offending and an offended party.
What is more—and perhaps still more surprising—I will maintain that
interpersonal forgiveness was not developed as a concept even in the
Hebrew and Christian traditions (divine forgiveness, it will emerge, was a
different matter). The origins of forgiveness are far more recent—and the
idea itself may be more transient than we suppose.

Let me begin with definitions. I take it to be a fundamental condition
for forgiveness that you forgive only someone who has wronged you; in
other words, we do not forgive people who are innocent. It sounds bizarre
to say, “You never did me any harm, and I forgive you.” Nevertheless, there
are contexts in which this stipulation concerning guilt is not so clear. Take
the case of executive pardon, where the governor of a state or the president
of the United States exercises the right to waive a sentence: it is not
necessarily presupposed that the person who is granted such clemency is in
fact guilty; it may well be that the bearer of executive authority is convinced
of the individual’s innocence, and intervenes precisely on those grounds.
Yet it is not altogether contrary to ordinary usage to say that the person has
been forgiven. Still more common is the locution that speaks of forgiving
a debt, which has scriptural authority in the King James translation of the
Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6:12): kai &@es MUV T& dPeIAUaTa UGV,
€5 Kai TIHETS aPrikapey Tois dpelAéTals nucdv (“Forgive us our debts, as we
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forgive our debtors”). Here, “forgive” means “remit,” that is, foregoing the
debt; it does not imply that the debtor has wronged the creditor, though
this would be the case if the debtor refused to make good on the loan, or
otherwise sought to cheat the lender. But the creditor is free to cancel the
debt, and in this case, though no harm has been done or intended, we
nevertheless use the word “forgive” naturally enough.

This is not to say that our initial intuition about forgiveness and guilt
or responsibility is wrong; we can simply recognize a kind of homonymy,
in which the term “forgive” has more than one use in common parlance.

I wish to single out, however, the sense that involves commission of a
wrong. I do not deny that there may well be a significant relationship
among the various uses of “forgiveness” just mentioned. But the moral
sense, as opposed to the economic or political sense, is clear enough,

and it is the prevailing concept in modern ethics, psychology, theology,
and philosophical discussions. Thus, Charles Griswold, the author of a
recent book on forgiveness, writes: “To forgive someone . . . assumes their
responsibility for the wrongdoing,” and both the wrongdoer and wronged
party must accept “the fact that wrong was indeed done, and done (in
some sense) voluntarily.”? Again, Alice MacLachlan writes: “the very act
of forgiving . . . makes a number of claims: that something wrongful was
done, that the wrong has caused harm, and that you (the forgiven) are
responsible, even culpable, for this harm.”® And yet, the mere idea that
guilt of some sort is a precondition for the possibility of forgiveness raises
doubts, as we shall see, about whether the concept of forgiveness was in
fact part of the moral repertoire of classical Greece and Rome.

Even if we agree that forgiveness is a response to someone who has
wronged you, there is still more to be said about it. For one thing, we
need to be clear about what we mean by wrongdoing. For example, I
have spoken of harm as well as of wrongdoing, but the two terms are not
synonymous. For harm to constitute an instance of wrongdoing, it must be
inflicted deliberately. As Alice MacLachlan puts it: “Typically, discussions of
forgiveness have taken as a paradigm the straightforward case of singular
interpersonal wrongdoing: an action committed by one individual against
another and recognized by both as having directly and intentionally
harmed the second.”* The requirement that the injury be intentional
makes apparent sense, but should not be taken for granted. If there exist
societies in which the distinction between intentional and unintentional
acts is not drawn the way it is today, then an important element in what
we understand to be wrongdoing may vary from one culture to another.

2 Charles L. Griswold, “Plato and Forgiveness as a Virtue,” Ancient Philosophy
21: 269-87 (quotation from p. 275); cf. Griswold’s Forgiveness: A Philosophical
Exploration (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), ch. 1.

3 Alice MacLachlan, The Nature and Limits of Forgiveness (Dissertation: Boston
University, 2008) 16.

4 MacLachlan (above, n. 3) 25.
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In ancient Greece and Rome, at all events, the moral difference between
voluntary and involuntary actions was clearly understood, despite doubts
raised by a certain tradition of modern scholarship.

Of course, it is not always easy to distinguish between intentional and
unintentional acts. Take the case of diminished responsibility, as when a
person is deemed not to be fully capable of moral reasoning, whether on
account of immaturity or mental incapacity. Is forgiveness relevant in such
cases, or shall we say that, since such people are incapable of acting freely
and deliberately, they cannot be held responsible for their behavior, and so
there is nothing for which to forgive them? Again, there are situations in
which we may act under external compulsion, most obviously when we
are physically constrained to perform an act, but more commonly when
we do so under the threat of violence or some other harm. If you assist in
committing a crime because a very dear person is being held hostage and
menaced with death if you do not comply, to what extent are you guilty or
responsible for your action? If we hold that, given the pressures brought to
bear, a person cannot really be held accountable for the action in question,
then forgiveness should again be irrelevant, since the wrong that was done
was not wholly voluntary. So too, ignorance is a mitigating factor: we may
do something unintentionally simply because we did not know all the
information relevant to the case. Circumstances of this sort are not merely
extenuating: they serve to excuse or exonerate the offender, and hence
eliminate the possibility of forgiveness.

Before taking up forgiveness in antiquity, we must consider a few more
points concerning the concept. We have said that forgiveness is granted not
to those who are innocent of any wrongdoing, but rather to the guilty. Yet
we do not typically grant forgiveness to people who insist that they have
done no wrong: the attitude of the offender must also be taken into account.
To put it another way, we do not simply forgive on our own: forgiveness
takes two agents, not just two persons. If I forgive you, it is because you
have earned my forgiveness. How might you do that? And is it really
necessary that you do?

Most recent commentators on forgiveness suppose that one must. Thus,
Anthony Bash, in his recent book, Forgiveness and Christian Ethics, observes:
“Some say that there should be no forgiveness until the wrongdoer
acknowledges and regrets the wrong . . . Others go so far as to say that
forgiveness without repentance is morally irresponsible because it leaves
the wrongdoer free not to accept that the action was wrong and so free to
repeat the wrongdoing.”® So too the Jewish existentialist thinker Emanuel
Levinas writes: “There is no forgiveness that has not been requested by the
guilty. The guilty must recognize his sin.”® And Charles Griswold states:

5 Anthony Bash, Forgiveness and Christian Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2007) 63.

¢ Emanuel Levinas, Nine Talmudic Readings, trans. Annette Aronowicz
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990) 19.
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“A failure to take responsibility . . . not only adds insult to injury so far
as the victim is concerned, but undermines the possibility of trusting that
the offender will not turn around and repeat the injury. To forgive would
then collapse into condonation.”” In other words, the offender must at the
very least feel regret, as Bash puts it. But regret must mean more than the
recognition that the outcome has been disagreeable. The demand is really
for an acknowledgement that what the offender did was morally wrong,
complete with the rejection of such behavior in the future: in other words,
not regret but remorse. Concomitant with a sense of remorse, in turn, is the
impulse to repentance, with its implication not just of grief over what one
has done but a profound moral transformation. Penitence is an idea deeply
rooted in the Jewish and Christian traditions. The penitent not only offers
compensation to the injured party, but manifests an inner change that is
tantamount to having acquired a new identity. There are reasons to doubt
that such a notion was present in classical society. Robert Kaster remarks,
after an exhaustive study of the Latin paenitentia and related words, that the
idea of “a change of heart that leads one to seek purgation and forgiveness”
was unknown to pre-Christian Romans.? So too, David Winston observes
that “Greek philosophy generally had little interest in the feelings of
regret or remorse that may at times lead an individual to a fundamental
reassessment of his former life path.”? To the extent that forgiveness
involves a change of heart or moral state, the abandonment of one’s former
ways, and sentiments such as remorse and penitence, it is all the more
plausible that such an idea was absent in classical antiquity.

But let me return to the more basic question of guilt and responsibility.
In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle briefly mentions that ouyyvcun—the
Greek term most commonly rendered as “forgiveness”—is appropriate
when people act either under external compulsion, or else in excusable
ignorance of the facts or circumstances (1109b18-1111a2). Aristotle begins by
observing:

TS &PETTR o1 Tepl &0 Te kai TP&Eels olons, Kai ETi pEV TOTS
gkouciols Emaivav kal Woywv yivopuévawy, el 8¢ Tols akouciols
oUYYyvuUns, évioTe 8¢ kai EAéou, TO EkoUsoiov Kal TO AKoUoLov
avaykaiov {ows Slopioatl TOTs TePl &PETTS ETIOKOTTOUOL.

since virtue concerns emotions and actions, and praise and

blame are due in the case of voluntary acts, whereas cuyyvcoun,
and sometimes pity, are due in the case of involuntary acts, it is
obligatory for those investigating virtue to define what is voluntary
and what is involuntary (1109b30-34).

7 Griswold, Forgiveness (above, n. 2) 49.

8 Robert Kaster, Emotion, Restraint, and Community in Ancient Rome (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2005) 80-81.

° David Winston, “Judaism and Hellenism: Hidden Tensions in Philo’s
Thought,” Studia Philonica Annual 2 (1990) 1-19 (quotation from p. 4).

94



He adds at once that (1109b35): oket &) dkovoia eival Ta Ria 1) 8" &yvoiav
ywpeva- (“it is believed that involuntary acts are those that occur either
by force or through ignorance”). Both actions performed under compulsion
and those done in ignorance admit of various descriptions and evaluations,
and Aristotle does not shy away from these complexities. Thus, if one’s
ship is driven astray in a storm, or pirates take over the vessel, no one
would accuse a passenger of voluntarily changing course, for she or he has
not contributed anything at all to the result, whether actively or passively.
But in the kind of case I mentioned earlier, in which one acts out of fear, as
when a tyrant who has power over one’s parents and children orders one
to commit a shameful deed, then there is some ambiguity as to whether the
act is voluntary or not. Aristotle says that piktai pév olv eiow ai Tolaital
Tp&Eets, toikaot 8¢ paAlov ékouaiors (“such actions are mixed, but they
rather resemble voluntary ones,” 1110a11-12). Even so, an act may be
worthy of praise if one has submitted to something disagreeable for the
sake of what is great and noble, though, as Aristotle concedes, it is not
always easy to judge precisely what should be chosen in exchange for what
(1110b7). Aristotle then notes:

g1 gviolg & Emaivos pév o yiveTtal, ouyyveoun &', dtav Sid Tolaita
TP&EN TIs & un 8el, & TNv avBpoTivny puoiv UTrepTeivel Kai undeis
av UTTOMEIval.

in some cases, praise is not given, but cuyyvcoun may be,
when someone does things one ought not to do on account of
circumstances that are beyond human nature and which no one
could endure (3.1, 1110a23-26).

So too, Aristotle later observes that we are more inclined to grant
ouyyvcoun to people who surrender to the kinds of desires that are natural
and common to all human beings (7.6, 1149b4-6), since they are presumably
irresistible.

Aristotle’s discussion of involuntary action in the case of ignorance is
equally nuanced. For example, if one commits a wrong in ignorance, but
later feels no regret (év petapeleia), then the act hardly counts as unwilling,
since one would have done it even had one been fully aware; Aristotle
labels such an act, accordingly, oux ékovoiov (“not voluntary”) as opposed
to axovuotov (“involuntary,” 1110b18-23). So too, wrongs done when
one is drunk or in a rage are in some sense done unawares, but are not
genuinely involuntary. As opposed to such character-based or generalized
ignorance, Aristotle specifies that what renders an act involuntary is a
lack of knowledge of particulars, and this is the kind of situation in which
there arise pity and ouyyvcoun (1110b33-1111a2). One might, for example,
mistake one’s son for an enemy, or mistakenly strike someone with a deadly
weapon when one had reason to suppose that it was harmless, and such
cases will naturally result in regret afterwards.
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This is about all that Aristotle has to say about cuyyvcoun in the
Nicomachean Ethics, which is significant in itself. But far more to the point
is that Aristotle’s conception of ouyyvcoun fails to meet the minimal
condition for forgiveness, as set out above. For leaving aside any question
of confession, remorse, repentance, or change of heart, of which Aristotle
takes no account, petapéAeia clearly signifies in this context simply regret
over what one has done unwittingly, and not guilty compunction; the
kind of action that induces ouyyvcoun is specified as involuntary in the
most strict and narrow sense of the term. But truly involuntary acts do not
count as instances of wrongdoing, but are innocent. Oedipus makes the
point himself in Sophocles” tragedy, Oedipus at Colonus, in his reply to the
reproaches of Creon, insisting that he murdered his father and married his
mother unwillingly (&kcov, 964). Since he did not know what he had done
or to whom, one cannot rightly blame an action that was on these grounds
involuntary (976-77; cf. 983, 986-87). If it is true, then, that we do not forgive
people who are innocent, since there is indeed nothing to forgive, then
the term ouyyvdun in the above passage of the Nicomachean Ethics cannot
signify “forgiveness.”

What then does ouyyvcoun mean here? The sense must be that a
harmful or inappropriate act that was performed involuntarily is excusable
or understandable, and does not count as a case of wrongdoing for which
the agent is responsible. What is more, Aristotle is by no means alone in
holding this view. In the later rhetorical tradition, there were divergent
views on what constitutes ouyyvcoun. One of the basic techniques for
denying responsibility for an action went under the name of petaoTaots in
Greek, or transferentia in Latin: this is the trick of passing responsibility onto
another party, whether the accuser or someone—or even something— else.
Now, Hermogenes (On Issues 6.69-75) reports:

"ET1 TNV OUY Yy VUMY &TTO Ti|S HETAOTAOEWS OU TG aveubivep Kal
UTreuBUvep Excoploav TIvEg, AAAS ATTAGS T& HEV €ls TI TGOV EEwbev
UEBIOTAVTa TO adiknua TAVTA HETAOTATIKA ElpriKactv elval, E&v Te
XEWMCOV &V Te B&oavol Eé&v Te &ANO TI TolouTSTpOTIOV 1), T BE Eig
{d16v T1 T&Bos Wuxris péva ouyyvaouns elval cpicavTo, olov EAeov
1 Utrvov 1 €l Tt ToloUTOoV.

some have divided off cuyyvcoun from petdoTtacts not on the
basis of responsibility and non-responsibility [T aveubive kai
UmeuBive], but have simply called all those things that transfer
the crime to something coming from without “transferences”
[ueTaoTaTiké], whether it is a storm and torture and any other
such thing, and define only those things that transfer to some
private passion of the soul [{81év T1 T&Bos Wuxiis] as pertaining to
ouyyvcoun, for instance pity or sleep or anything of this sort.
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Hermogenes comments that this may not be wrong, for Siagépet 8¢ oUdtv
ANV ToU 6vouaTos This ouyyvauns (“they differ in nothing but name from
ouyyvwun”). Some time afterwards, Apsines (276.3-7) records a similar
distinction, including among the reasons for ouyyvcoun drunkenness and
madness. Finally, Porphyry (3% century A.D.) proposed to distinguish
simply between crimes that are avoidable, which he listed under
uetéaoTaots, and those that are not, and which fall under cuyyvcoun, for
example the case of the ten generals at Arginusae who were absolutely
prevented by the storm from retrieving the bodies (cited in Anonymous in
Rhetores graeci 7.203.22-204.4).

It appears, then, that ouyyvcun, whether it includes such external
pressures as storms and tortures, or is restricted to internal factors such
as drunkenness, passion, or insanity, has nothing to do with asking
forgiveness for a confessed wrong, but rather looks to denying or evading
responsibility for the action, ascribing the cause to circumstances beyond
the agent’s control. One can see why Malcolm Heath, in his translation
with commentary of Hermogenes’ treatise on issues, renders ouyyvcoun
as “mitigation,” and explains that it comes under the category in which
“an acknowledged prima facie wrong is excused as due to factors outside
the defendant’s control, and not capable of being brought to account (or,
according to some, due to internal factors outside the defendant’s control,
such as emotion).”** Michel Patillon, in turn, in his French translation of all
the works that have come down under the name of Hermogenes, renders
ouyyveaun as “excuse.”" Indeed, the latter comes closer, in my view, to
capturing the sense of ouyyvcoun in these texts, for the object in this kind
of argument is not to diminish or extenuate responsibility for the crime, but
to seek complete exoneration by virtue of something equivalent to what
jurists call “force majeure” or, in Latin, vis maior. It is true that the deed
is conceded, and the definition of the act as a wrong; but responsibility is
wholly denied. Whatever ouyyvcoun may signify in these documents, it has
nothing to do with the rich sense of forgiveness that is common in modern
discussions of the idea.

While I cannot provide the evidence here, I have examined all uses of
ouyyvaooun and related terms in Greek literature, as well as of ignosco and
its cognates in Latin, and have concluded that Aristotle and the rhetoricians
have got it right: what is commonly translated as “forgiveness” is better
rendered as “exoneration,” the recognition that the other party was not
responsible for the offense in question.”? I should like to pause to consider
one case that has sometimes been invoked to argue for the absence of a
fully developed sense of moral responsibility in the Homeric epics. This

10 Malcolm Heath, ed. and trans., Hermogenes On Issues: Strategies of Argument in
Later Greek Rhetoricians (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995) 256.

" Michel Patillon, trans., Hermogene: L'art rhétorique (Paris: Belles Lettres, 1997).

12 Further examples are given in Before Forgiveness (above, n. 1).
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is the scene in the Iliad, in which Agamemnon excuses himself for having
antagonized Achilles at the beginning of their quarrel:

gyco & ouk aiTids eip,
aAAa ZeUs kai Moipa kal fepooiTis Epvis,
ol Té pol eiv ayopij ppeciv éuPaiov &yplov &Tnv,
AUaTL TG 0T AXIAATOS Yépas auTos &TnUPV.

“I am not responsible [aiTios], but rather Zeus and Fate and the
Fury that strolls through the air, who cast this violent madness
upon my wits in the assembly, on that day when I myself took away
Achilles’ prize” (19.86-89).

Agamemnon launches on a lengthy narrative about Ate, and concludes:

aAN’ éTrel dacaunv kai pev ppévas EéNeTo Zevs,
Ay £0éAco apéoal, Sduevai T dmepeiol’ Gmowa:

“Since I was mad and Zeus stole my wits away, I wish to please
[Achilles] once more and give him numberless gifts” (137-38).

But this speech is scarcely evidence that Homer lacked the notion of
personal responsibility. After all, when Poseidon was seeking to encourage
the Achaeans to fight more resolutely, he reminded them of the shame of
defeat and added:

AAN’ gl 81 kad TéuTTav ETHTULOoV alTids €0TIv
fipcos ATPEIdNS eUpl kpeicov Ayauéuveov
oUvek’ aTmmTiunoe Todcokea TTnActicova,
NUéas Y’ oU Teos €0l ueBiépeval TToAépolo.

“But if the heroic son of Atreus, wide-ruling Agamemnon, was in
truth wholly responsible [aiTios], in that he dishonored the swift-
footed son of Peleus, there is nevertheless no way that we can relax
from battle” (13.111-14).

Here then is a clear statement of Agamemnon'’s responsibility for the
offense to Achilles and the reversals suffered by the Achaeans. So why does
Agamemnon shift the blame to Zeus and Ate?

If we consider this episode from the perspective of the ancient
philosophers and rhetoricians, we can see why. In attributing his error
to a god-sent fit of fury, Agamemnon is insisting that his offense against
Achilles was involuntary, and so worthy of pardon. If no one can resist the
will of Zeus, then what Agamemnon did was understandable and to this
extent excusable—a fault common to all, as Aristotle puts it (Nicomachean
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Ethics 7.6, 1149b4-6). This does not absolve him, in his own mind, of the
obligation to make compensation to Achilles: in this respect, he recognizes
his role in causing the conflict. Though the term does not appear here, what
Agamemnon is seeking is ouyyvcoun, not forgiveness in the modern sense;
and for this, one wants precisely to disclaim full liability. The advantage of
this interpretation of Agamemnon'’s self-justification is that it is consistent
with ancient Greek conceptions of reconciliation, and does not introduce
ideas of remorse and repentance that are extraneous to the epic—and to
Greek moral thought generally.

There is a tragic instance of a reconciliation between parent and child
in Euripides” Hippolytus. Theseus, under the impression that Hippolytus
has attempted to rape Phaedra, his wife and Hippolytus’ stepmother, calls
down a fatal curse upon the boy. In the end, Artemis, the goddess dearest
to Hippolytus, reveals the truth—that Phaedra’s deathbed accusation
of Hippolytus was a lie—and she blames Theseus for having rushed
to judgment rather than investigate the slander more closely. Theseus
exclaims: 8éomow’, dAoiunv (“O Mistress, I am destroyed”), to which the
goddess replies:

Seiv’ Empagas, AAN Suws
€T’ EoTi kal ool TGVSE OUYYyVCOUNS TUXETV:
KUmpis yap fifeX’ cdote yiyveobal T&Se,
TAnpoUoa Bupdv.

“You have done a terrible thing, but nevertheless you can obtain
ouyyvcaoun for it. For Aphrodite wished it to turn out this way,
being filled with rage [Bunds]” (1325-28).1%

Pardon is once again predicated on a transfer of blame, in this case onto a
goddess, who herself has acted under the impetus of anger, so that even
her action may be at some level excusable. In a deeply touching finale,
Hippolytus exclaims that he suffers more for his father than for himself,
and Theseus wishes that he could die in place of his son (1409-10). Artemis
promises to slay one of Aphrodite’s favorites in return (1420-22), and bids
Theseus take his dying son in his arms:

&KV yap Aeads viv, avbpcotrolot 5t
Becov 8186V Teov eikds EEapapTave.

“you slew him involuntarily [&kcov]: it is understandable [eikds] for
human beings to err when the gods allot it” (1433-34).

She tells Hippolytus in turn to cease hating his father, for his death was
fated. Hippolytus replies: “I revoke the strife with my father, since you ask

13 Cf. 1406: ¢€nmaTt’fn Saipovos BouleUpaow (“he was deceived by the schemes
of a goddess”); also 1414.
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it of me” (1442). Once more, the basis of reconciliation is the negation of
guilt, not forgiveness of blameworthy misconduct.

How, then, do you make up with someone whom you have offended,
if forgiveness is not an available strategy? Aristotle indicates some of the
ways in his treatment of the emotions in the Rhetoric, immediately following
his discussion of anger. As he states:

Eret 8¢ T dpyilecbat évavTiov Té mpaiveshal kai dpyn TPadTnTl,
Anmrtéov Téas ExovTes TTP&oi eiot kal TPods Tivas Tpdws Exouot Kai
dia Tiveov mpadvovTat.

Since growing calm is the opposite of growing angry, and calmness
the opposite of anger, we must ascertain in what frames of mind
men are calm, towards whom they feel calm, and by what means
they are made so (2.2, 1380a6-8).

Aristotle recalls his definition of anger as a response to a slight; in the
definition, he specifies that it must be Tou dArycopeiv ur) TpootikovTos “on
the part of one who is not fit to slight” one or one’s own (2.2, 1378a31-33),
and explains that, since slighting is a voluntary act (6Arycwpia 8 ékouciov),
our anger will abate if we are convinced that no slight actually occurred, or
that it was done involuntarily. He adds that our anger is also appeased if we
perceive that the ostensible offender acts toward himself as he has done to
us: oUdels y&p aUTos auTol Sokel SAywpeiv (“for no one can be supposed
to slight himself”).* These are ways simply of demonstrating that there was
no insult or belittlement to begin with, and so no reason for the other party
to take offense. Aristotle goes on to point out ways of appeasing another’s
ire when offense was legitimately taken. As he puts it, people grow calm

Kal TOTs SHOAOYOUO! Kai HETAUEAOUEVOLS: €O Y& p EXOVTES Biknv TO
AuTreioBal €Tl TOTS TETTOINUEVOLS TTavovTal TRs OPYTs.

also towards those who admit their fault and are sorry [6poAoyouot
Kai peTauehouévors], since they accept their grief at what they have
done as satisfaction [diknv], and cease to be angry.

Now, this looks very much like a petition for forgiveness, in which one
accepts responsibility for one’s action, confesses it to the person who has
been wronged, and manifests genuine contrition and a change of heart
which guarantees that the offense will not be repeated. Thus, Charles
Griswold explains: “The agent [of forgiveness] requires reasons in order to
commit to giving up resentment . . . The first of these reasons consists in the

4 Further discussion in David Konstan, The Emotions of the Ancient Greeks:
Studies in Aristotle and Classical Literature (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006)
chapters 2 and 3.
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wrong-doer’s demonstration that she no longer wishes to stand by herself
as the author of those wrongs. That is, she must acknowledge, first, that
she was the responsible agent for the specific deeds in question . . . Second,
she must repudiate her deeds . . . and thus disavow the idea that she would
author those deeds again.”" Griswold goes on to add as a third condition
that “the wrong-doer must experience and express regret at having caused
that particular injury to that particular person,” and fourth, that “the
offender must commit to becoming the sort of person who does not inflict
injury,” and fifth and finally, “the offender must show that she understands,
from the injured person’s perspective, the damage done by the injury.”
This conception of forgiveness owes a great deal to the Judaeo-Christian
tradition, although there are also important differences, as I shall indicate
in a moment. Consider King Solomon’s prayer to God in 1Kings 8:33-34:
“When thy people Israel are defeated before the enemy because they have
sinned against thee, if they turn again to thee, and acknowledge thy name,
and pray and make supplication to thee in this house; then hear thou in
heaven, and forgive [or be propitious toward: cf. the Greek Aecos] the sin
of thy people Israel, and bring them again to the land which thou gavest
to their fathers.”"” In the hymn that concludes the book of Isaiah, we again
find an emphasis on returning to the path of God (55:7) “let the wicked
forsake his way, and the unrighteous man his thoughts; let him return
to the Lord, that he may have mercy on him, and to our God, for he will
abundantly pardon.” So too in Jeremiah, the Lord will accept the just and
honest man (5:1), and reject the wicked, above all, those who have forsaken
him (5:7); but those who return will find redemption. This idea found
deep resonance in the later scriptural interpretation. As Kaufmann Kohler
writes in the on-line Jewish Encyclopedia: “ Atonement in Jewish theology as
developed by the Rabbis of the Talmud, has for its constituent elements:
(a) on the part of God, fatherly love and forgiving mercy; (b) on the part
of man, repentance and reparation of wrong.”'® Repentance is interpreted
as “the expression of self-reproach, shame, and contrition” (ibid.). Kohler
quotes the Jewish philosopher Philo (De execratione 8):

gav . . . kaTadeoBévtes SN wuxi HeTaP&Awol, kakioavTes UEv
aUToUs Ths A&V, EEayopedoavTes 8¢ kai dpoloyroavTes doa
fiuapTov kab’ autous Siavoiqa kekabapuévn TO TP TOV eis TO TOU
ouvelBOTOS aeudes Kai AVUTTOUAOV.

15 Griswold Forgiveness (above, n. 2) 49.

16 Griswold Forgiveness (above, n. 2) 50-51.

7 Translation is from the Revised Standard Version.

18 Kaufmann, Kohler, “Atonement,” in The Jewish Encyclopedia, Vol. 1 (1901-06)
275-84. Available on-line at http:/[www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=2092 &lett
er=A&Search=atonement.
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They must feel shame throughout their whole soul and change
their ways, reproaching themselves for their errors and declaring
and confessing all their sins with purified minds, so as to exhibit
honesty and sincerity of conscience.

This concern with confession and remorse as the conditions for God’s
forgiveness is continued in the New Testament. The Gospel of Mark reveals
a particular interest in the role of repentance (ueté&voia). Thus John the
Baptist is described as having appeared in the wilderness, knpuoocov
BaTTioua peTavoias eis dpeov auapTicdv (“preaching a baptism of
repentance for the forgiveness of sins,” 1:4; cf. Luke 3:3). Luke too affirms
that repentance is essential for forgiveness: ¢&v auépTn 6 &8eApds cou
emTiUNoOV aUT, Kal E&v peTavoron &ees aute (“if your brother sins,
rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him,” 17:3). Repentance is a crucial
condition for forgiveness: there is no evidence in the New Testament that
forgiveness is understood to be unconditional, although this is not always
stated explicitly. Repentance itself, however, is often understood in spiritual
terms as a recovery of faith, not just as regret over a specific action; in
this regard, the New Testament looks back to the unique focus on God’s
forgiveness in the Hebrew Bible, with its almost obsessive concern with a
fall from God'’s grace because of a failure to observe his commandments.
Absent in the New Testament, however, is the Hebrew Bible’s
preoccupation with the transgressions of an entire people. The emphasis is
rather on individuals, whose sins and faults are their own.

The New Testament engagement with repentance became the focus of
much later Christian exegesis and theology. I take as my text here Saint John
Chrysostom, who preached nine homilies on the theme of repentance in
Antioch in the years 386-87." In the first, he admonishes his flock:

Agwdv ptv yap 1O GUapTA&ve, TOAAS 8¢ XaAeTTcdTEPOV TO Kal
Héy o PPOVEIV ETTl TOIS AUaPTHHACIY.

To commit sin is frightening; however, it is much more painful to
be exceedingly proud [uéya ppoveiv] with respect to sin (1.2.19 =
49.280.41-43 Migne).

In the next sermon, John asks:
AuapTwASs €f; Ui aToyvéds, &AN’ eloeAbe peTdvolav

mpoPBaAAduevos. "HuapTes; eimre T Oedd OT1, Hudptnka . . . Kai
Aéyeis TNy auapTiav, kal éEaleipels TO auapTnua.

1 Translations are based on Gus George Christo, trans., St. John Chrysostom On
Repentance and Almsgiving (Washington DC: The Catholic University of America
Press, 1998), modified for greater literalness.
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Are you a sinner? Do not become discouraged, but come to Church
to put forward repentance. Have you sinned? Then tell God, “I
have sinned . . .” Admit the sin to annul it (2.1.2 = 49.285.11-19).

One has not just sinned: one is a sinner (GpapTwAds). Repentance must
result in a change of heart. Thus, in explaining why God relented toward
Ahab for having murdered a man whose property he wished to possess
(1Kings 20), John paraphrases God’s train of thought:

M) vouiCe, enoiv, 8Tt GTTAGS CUVEXCPTIOa aUTE" HETEPPUBLILOE
TOV TPOTTOY, Kal HETEBaAov TNy opyTv Hou Kal AvéAuoa . . . €l U1
HETERBaAe TOV TPOTIOY, UTTOHETVAL ETXE T& TRS ATTOPACELS:

“Do not think,” He said, “that I forgave him without any reason
[amAcs ouvexwpnoa aute]. He reformed his manner of living
[Tpémog], and I changed my wrath and dissolved it . . . If he had not
changed his character, he would have suffered the consequences of
the decision” (Homily 2.3.20 = 49.289.27-30 Migne).

Forgiveness is not granted unconditionally, or on the basis of mere remorse;
this must be accompanied by a reform of one’s nature. Although God can of
course see into the soul of a person, an external sign of a change of heart is
weeping, which is itself a cure—and indeed a pleasant one—for sin (Homily
3.4.20-23 = 49.298.3-5 Migne). Remorse is a kind of perpetual mourning:
thus, T6 mevbrioal éEaleipel auapTias (“grieving wipes away sins,”
49.289.36 Migne). Another method is fasting (the subject of Homilies 5 and
6); for the purpose is to cleanse the heart, and purge not just the action but
the cause of the action, that is, the sinful state that corrupts our nature (6.2.8
=49.316.26-29 Migne; cf. Basil’s two homilies On Fasting 31.164-197 Migne).

There are many roads to repentance (ueTdvola), according to John, and
one of these is humility (tamewoppooivn, 2.4.21 = 49.289.38-41). Here again
we have a concept that is characteristically Christian: the abstract noun
itself does not occur in classical texts, and when cognates of it do appear
they invariably suggest lowliness or inferior status rather than meekness as
a virtue. For we are all stained by sin, and the only thing we can truly boast
of is God, as when a person

unTe €1 SikatooUvn Tis EmaipeTal Tf EauTol, AN Eyva pév Evdef
dvTa EauTov SikalooUvns aAnbous.

is not exalted by his own righteousness but recognizes that he is
wanting in true righteousness.?

2 Basil, On Humility 31.525-40 Migne; quotation from 529.38-40; cf. Gregory of
Nyssa, Five Orations on the Lord’s Prayer 298.15-300.9 Migne; John Cassian, Conference
23, chapter 18.
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Christian humility is the basis of repentance, for it permits us to recognize
our status as sinners, and the need to turn to God for redemption.
Where such repentance differs from the modern conception, as outlined
by Charles Griswold, is in its specific relation to God: it represents the
acknowledgement, as I have said, of sinfulness more than the commission
of a particular wrong against another. This is why the primary examples
of unremitting mourning and self-abasement in atonement for sin are not
reformed evildoers but rather the great saints, whose tears flowed from
their deeper insight into the fallen state of mankind, themselves included.
Now, this kind of humility has nothing to do with the classical
strategy of humbling oneself before a peer or a superior whom one has
insulted, so as to appease their anger. Let us return to the passage from
Aristotle’s Rhetoric, mentioned above. After affirming that we grow calm
TOTs OUOAOYOUOL Kai HETAUEAOUEVOLS: CO§ Yap EXovTes Siknv TO AuTtreiobal
gt Tois memoinuévors (“towards those who admit their fault and are sorry,
since we accept their grief at what they have done as satisfaction”), Aristotle
continues:

onueiov 8¢ £l TR TV OIKETEV KOAGOEWS' TOUS UEV Yap
avTiAéyovTas kKai adpvoupévous paAAov koAdLouev, Tpos 8¢ Tous
opoloyoivtas Sikaiws koAdleobal Tavdueba Bupovpevol.

The punishment of slaves shows this: those who contradict us
and deny their offence we punish all the more, but we cease to
be incensed against those who agree that they deserved their
punishment (1380a17-19).

As Aristotle explains:

aiTiov § 8T dvaioxuvTia TO T& pavepd apveicbat, 18’
AvaloxuvTia OAlywpia kail KaTappovnols: cv yoiv oAU
KaTappovoilev, oUk aioxuvdueda.

The reason is that it is shameless to deny what is obvious, and
those who are shameless towards us slight us and show contempt
for us: anyhow, we do not feel shame before those of whom we are
thoroughly contemptuous.

Confession on the part of the slave is a sign of deference to the master,
whose superior judgment is thereby acknowledged. The slave’s expression
of regret (ueTauéAeia) has nothing to do with a moral transformation, but
is simply his recognition of the fact that he is in no position to have gone
against the will and authority of his owner.
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Aristotle goes on to affirm, further, that we feel calm

Kal TOl§ TaTeWwoUpévols TTPOs aUuToUs Kal U AvTIAéyoustiv:
paivovTal y&p SUoAOYEV fTTous eival, ol 8 fiTtTous poBoivTal,
poPoupevos 8¢ oudels dSArywpel 8Ti 8¢ TPOs TOUS TATTEIVOUHEVOUS
TaUeTal 1) 6py™, Kai oi kUves dnAototv o 8&KvovTes Tous
kabiCovTas.

towards those who humble themselves [Tois Tamelvoupévols] before
us and do not gainsay us; we feel that they thus admit themselves
our inferiors, and inferiors feel fear, and nobody can slight any one
so long as he feels afraid of him. That our anger ceases towards
those who humble themselves before us is shown even by dogs,
who do not bite people when they sit down.

It could not be clearer: the purpose of humbling oneself, very different from
the Christian notion of humility, is to demonstrate one’s fear of the other,
and by doing so to persuade him that one cannot have tendered a deliberate
insult. The crucial thing in assuaging anger is not the recognition that one
has done wrong, but a show of obsequiousness that effectively cancels

the impression of a slight. Aristotle adds that we feel calm as well kai Tofs
Beopévols kal TapaiToupévols: TatewdTepol ydp (“towards those who pray
to us and beg us, since they are the more humble in doing so”). The petition,
once again, is for a remission of anger, not for forgiveness. In addition to
these conditions for the appeasement of anger, Aristotle declares:

Kal Tois 81" dpyTv Torjoactv 1j ouk dpyilovTal fj fTToV dpyilovTal
oU y&p 81" dAtywpiav paivovtal Tpafat- oUdeis yap dpy1Cduevos
OAlypel

people feel no anger, or comparatively little, with those who have
done what they did through anger: they do not feel that they have
done it from a wish to slight, for no one slights people when angry
with them.

Aristotle’s explanation for this curious statement is that 1) pév yap dArycwpia
&AuTrov, 11 8” 6pyT) neTd AUt (“slighting is painless, and anger is painful”).
He means that being angry and slighting another are contradictory states of
mind, but the deeper point is that if you are angry, it is a sign that you have
been diminished by the other, and you must first reestablish your position
of equality before venturing to offer an insult in turn.

I have been contrasting the motive behind Aristotle’s view of humbling
oneself as a means of conciliating a person whom one has wronged or
insulted, and the Christian imperative to feel remorse for one’s sins, or
sinfulness, and adopt a humble posture toward God. One might object
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that the opposition is not entirely on a square footing, since pacifying
anger and petitioning for forgiveness are two distinct modes of behavior,
and invite correspondingly different responses. But, as we have seen,
Aristotle nowhere investigates what we would call forgiveness; when he
speaks briefly of ouyyvcoun in the Nicomachean Ethics, it is to affirm that
we extend such sympathetic understanding only when we recognize that
an offense was involuntary, whether on account of ignorance or force
majeure. Nor does Aristotle or any other ancient Greek philosopher pause
to discuss repentance or remorse in any detail. The techniques that Aristotle
recommends for assuaging anger take the place of or substitute for what
for us is one of the principal strategies of reconciliation. To put it differently,
forgiveness in the modern sense, with its associated ideas of repentance and
a deep change of heart or character, simply did not exist as a form of social
interaction in the classical world.

Now, it may appear that I have fulfilled only half the promise I made
at the beginning of this paper, and the easier half at that. For even if one
concedes that forgiveness in the modern sense was absent in classical
Greek and Roman thought, I would seem to have shown that it was
virtually omnipresent in Hebrew and Christian thought. And yet I claimed
that interpersonal forgiveness was not a developed idea even in those
traditions. The answer to this conundrum is that in all the instances of
confession, remorse, and repentance that I have illustrated above, the
penitent addresses not another human being but God, and so these are not
examples of interpersonal forgiveness, but rather of divine forgiveness.
We may illustrate the distinction by citing some passages from the Gospel
of Matthew. When Jesus miraculously heals a paralytic man, the scribes
protest at Jesus’ affirmation: © &poel, Tékvov- apievTal oov ai auapTial
(“Take heart, my son; your sins are forgiven”), regarding it as a form of
blasphemy (9:2-3). Jesus first offers the evasive, or at all events ironic, reply:
Ti yap E0TIV EUKOTICOTEPOV, EITIETY, A@ievTal cou ai auapTial, 1 ei eV,
"Eyeipe kai mepiméTel; (“For which is easier, to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’
or to say, ‘Rise and walk’?” 9:5), but he immediately addresses the substance
of the scribes’ objection:

{va 8¢ eidiiTe 81 EEovaiav Exel O ulds ToU avBpcoTou e THS Yiis
apiéval GuapTias—TOTe Aéyel TG TapaAuTike, Eyepbeis &pdv cou

TV KAlvnv kal Umaye eis TOV oikdv cou.

“But that you may know that the Son of man has authority on earth
to forgive sins”—he then said to the paralytic, “Rise, take up your
bed and go home” (9:6).

After the parable of the debtors, Jesus says of the woman who has anointed
his feet:
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oU X&pw, Aéyw ool, dpéwvTal al apapTial aUThs ai ToAAai, 6Tt
NYA&Tnoev oAU & 8¢ dAiyov agieTal, dAiyov dyaTd. elmev 8¢
auTi, ApéwvTai cou al apapTial.

“Therefore I tell you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven
[&@écovTai], for she loved much; but he who is forgiven [&pieTal]
little, loves little.” And he said to her, “Your sins are forgiven
[&pécovTai cou ai apapTial]” (Luke 7:47-48).

Jesus is not arguing here that forgiveness of sin lies within the competence
of ordinary human beings; rather, he is demonstrating the legitimacy of his
claim to be God’s son, and hence his regent on earth, with authority to act
on behalf of his father.

There is one particular instance of forgiveness on the part of Jesus that
deserves special attention. At the moment of the crucifixion, Jesus exclaims:
TT&Tep, &pes aUTols, ov yap oidactv Ti olovow (“Father, forgive &pes]
them; for they know not [oU y&p oidacwv] what they do” (Luke 23:34).

The text here is highly controversial, since these words do not appear in

all manuscripts of the Gospel. Ilaria Ramelli, however, points to the close
correspondence between this appeal and the passage in Acts in which Peter
declares (3:17):

kal viv, &a8eAgoi, olda &Ti KaTd &yvolav Emp&EaTe, COOTEP Kal ol
GPXOVTES UUGV"

And now, brethren, I know that you acted in ignorance [kaTa
&yvolav], as did also your rulers.”

For Jesus’” words can be interpreted as a version of the excuse of ignorance,
which, as Aristotle and the classical rhetoricians observed, effectively
absolves the offender of the crime. The problem was noted by Peter Abelard
in his treatise, Ethics or “Know Yourself,” where he wonders:

si talium ignorantia peccato minime est ascribenda, quomodo ipse
Dominus procrucifigentibus se orat dicens: Pater dimitte illis, non
enim sciunt quid faciunt . . . ? Non enim ignoscendum uidetur ubi
culpa non praecessit.

if such people’s ignorance is hardly to be counted as a sin at all,
then why does the Lord himself pray for those crucifying him,
saying “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are
doing” . .. ? For where no fault preceded, there doesn’t appear to be
anything to be excused (1.112).

! See Ilaria Ramelli, review of Griswold Forgiveness (above, n. 2), Rivista di
Filosofia Neoscolastica 100 (2008) 658-662.
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Perhaps the best-known passage on forgiveness in the Gospels is Jesus’
Sermon on the Mount, in which he enjoins the people (Matthew 6:9-15):

OUTos oUv TpooeUxeoe Upels: TTaTep Mucv 6 &v Tols oUpavors,
aylacHnTew TO dvoud cov . .. TOv &pTov MUY TOV ETTIoUCIoV

8Os NIV orjuepoV- Kai &PES TUTV Ta SPEINUATA UGV, €5 Kai
TUETS APTKAUEY TOIS OPEINETAIS TGOV Kal UT) EICEVEYKNS TIUES Eig
Telpacpudv, aAAa pical Nuas amod Tou Tovnpou. Eav yap aerite
TOTs GVBPCOTTOIS TG TAPATITAOHATA aUTEV, APTOEL Kai ULV O
TaTrpP VUGV O oUpd&uios: v 8t Un &@riTe Tois avBpcoTrors, oudt O
TATNP UGV &PTioEl TA TTapaTMTLOHaTa UUGV.

Pray then like this: “Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be

thy name . . . Give us this day our daily bread; and forgive [&ges]
us our debts [6pelAfuaTal, as we also have forgiven our debtors
[aprikapev ToTs opetAéTals]; and lead us not into temptation,

but deliver us from evil.” For if you forgive [agfiTe] men their
trespasses [TrapamtuaTal, your heavenly Father also will forgive
[&prioel] you; but if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither
will your Father forgive your trespasses (trans. RSV).

The word for “debt” here is é@eiAnua, meaning “what is owed”; the word
for “forgive” (&inu), moreover, is a standard term for the remission

of a debt. “Trespass,” in turn, renders the Greek TapdamTteoua, literally

a “misstep” or “slip.” In the version of the Lord’s prayer in Luke, the
language is slightly different, for there Jesus bids us pray to God:

Kal &@es MUV Tas apapTias MUY, Kal yap auTol apioyey TavTi
O@eiAovTI TV,

forgive [&ges] us our sins [or faults (&uapTias)], for we ourselves
forgive [apiopev] everyone who is indebted to us (11:4).

The second term (“indebted,” é@eiAovT) recalls the language of borrowing
and owing. At the beginning of this paper, I remarked on the special use of
“forgive” in the sense of “remit,” in relation to debts. Human beings can
forgive a debt in this sense: we simply cancel it, without reference to the
attitude of the debtor, not to speak of remorse and repentance. What we
cannot do is forgive another person’s sin: that is the prerogative of God, or
of God'’s son or his representatives on earth, that is, the priesthood in the
Catholic church.

I suggest that it was precisely this sense that forgiveness was the
special province of God that inhibited the development of a practice of
interpersonal forgiveness within the Christian tradition, and one will
look in vain for a discussion of such forgiveness in the great mediaeval
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doctors of the church. It would be the height of arrogance to demand that
another human being profess repentance before us. Of course, there were
other ways in which people became reconciled with one another, if an
offense was committed or perceived: the offender might make payment,
or suffer punishment, or claim the offense was involuntary or unintended;
the offended party might forget or overlook the injury, or simply forego
vengeance out of a higher sense of purpose or out of love for the other
person. But the modern conception of forgiveness, with its insistence

that the offender express remorse and a commitment to change her or his
ways, may be understood as a secularization of the Jewish and Christian
idea of divine forgiveness. When did this transformation in the practice

of interpersonal reconciliation take place? I venture to say that it is a post-
Enlightenment phenomenon. Because forgiveness is so much a part of
contemporary discourse, it is hard to believe that it can have been of such
recent vintage. For my part, I am not sure that the absence of such a notion
represents a flaw in the moral vocabulary of the ancients. There is much
about the modern notion, indeed, that might give qualms. But that is a topic
for another occasion.
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