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Abstract



It has been proposed in South Africa and other sites that forgiveness is a political necessity if social reconstruction is to be effective following regimes of terror and torture.  By placing the spotlight on forgiveness, these claims raise questions about the realism and relevance of forgiveness to public life.  This paper interrogates the moral realism of forgiveness in public life by identifying some of its defining features, by comparing it to forgiveness in therapeutic and interpersonal settings, and by examining proposed reasons and motivations for forgiveness in the face of moral atrocities inflicted, tolerated, or ignored by an apartheid governance in South Africa.  The author argues that the South African experience displays forgiveness as a realistic, though difficult moral choice, when forgiveness in the public square is construed as a feature of the common good.  
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Insofar as forgiveness is a decision and an action to release another from a debt due, forgiveness has a clearly moral character.  One may judge that the debt due is an apology, reparation for harm done, just punishment to the offender for wrongdoing, and/or genuine remorse that includes a sincere promise to repudiate the done deeds and a refusal to repeat them in the future.  Forgiveness has a decidedly moral character insofar as it is a judgment, decision, and action born of some measure of personal freedom, insofar as it affects persons in relation (victims, perpetrators, bystanders, and beneficiaries), and insofar as it reveals and challenges powerful feelings, perspectives, and values regarding truth, justice, integrity, and life in community.


A burgeoning literature on forgiveness has emerged in the past decade, reflecting a wide range of questions and approaches.  Many are decidedly psychological and therapeutic in focus   (Enright and North 1998, Flanigan 1992; Gassin and Enright 1995; Larsen 1992; McCullough 2000; Pingleton 1989; Worthington 1998) while others are more philosophical in analysis (Digeser 2001; Frank 1995; Haber 1991; Murphy and Hampton, 1998).  Historical, political and legal investigations and proposals vie for attention with religio-ethical and theological inquiries (Appleby 2000; Asmal, Asmal, and Roberts 1997; Augsburger 1996; Boraine 2000; Boraine and Levy 1994; Brakenhielm 1993; Christie 2000; Etzioni and Carney 1997; Goldstone 2000; Hathout 1989-91; Henderson 1999, 1996; Jones 1995; Kistner 1994; Krog 1998; Linn 1997; Meredith 1999; Minow 1998; Newman 1987; Nussbaum 1993; Shriver 1995; Smedes 1996a and 1996b; Soyinka 1999; Suchocki  1994; Wiesenthal 1997; Wilson 2001).  Autobiography, fiction, and poetry search--and often sear--the human spirit through narrative and imagery rooted in empathy and memory (Frank 1995; Hoffman 1995; Jenco n.d.; McFadden 2001; Raybon 1996).  


A variety of institutions now foster research into the processes and efficacy of forgiveness in public life.  A Campaign for Forgiveness Research is one (www.forgiving.org), The John Templeton Foundation Program to Encourage the Scientific Study of Forgiveness is another.  Robert D. Enright, professor of human development at the University of Wisconsin, recently organized the first National Conference on Forgiveness at his home campus.  Fascination with forgiveness and the fostering of forgiveness have thus become something of a growth sector in our time.  Why might this be so?


Donald Shriver, Jr. observes that forgiveness links realism to hope.  In An Ethic for Enemies: Forgiveness in Politics, he writes, forgiveness “aims at delivering the human future from repetitions of the atrocities of the past.  Given the scale of politically engineered atrocity in the twentieth century, nothing could be a more practical or more urgent gift to our neighbors of the twenty-first” (Shriver 1995, 9).  In Between Vengeance and Forgiveness: Facing History After Genocide and Mass Violence, Martha Minow wonders if the twentieth century will be most remembered for its mass atrocities such as genocide and regimes of torture.  But she also wonders if it might be remembered for its “invention of new and distinctive legal forms of response” such as truth commissions (Minow 1998, 1).  Minow regards these alternative efforts and structures as important evidence that people wager in many ways “that social responses can alter the emotional experiences of individuals and societies living after mass violence.  Perhaps rather than seeking revenge people can come to desire to rebuild.  The wager is that social and political frameworks can make a difference to how individuals emerge from devastating atrocities” (Minow 1998, 147).


Desmond Tutu is convinced that “there is no future without forgiveness,” because social reconstruction following apartheid requires it.  In No Future without Forgiveness, Tutu argues his claim but also testifies to his experience as Chairman of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission that forgiveness is possible even in the face of atrocities such as the terrorism and torture that supported an apartheid regime.


In circles where Enlightenment Rationalism and Postmodern Relativism are the reigning worldviews vying for attention and loyalty, forgiveness is interpreted variously--as weakness in the face of evil, as avoidance of conflict, as prideful assertion of moral superiority, and as abdication of justice, among others.  Its encouragement by Christians often functions to subvert its credibility, given the Christian community’s history of complicity with colonialism and conversion via coercion.  Rather than fostering forgiveness within and beyond their boundaries, Christians are advised to seek it from the many they have harmed.  Some have done so; some  have not.


In other religio-moral traditions, forgiveness appears as “return,” “pardon,” “remittance,” “compassion,” “forbearance,” “renunciation of resentment,” and “mercy” (Rye, et al. 2000, 17-40).   Although religious worldviews offer powerful narratives and conceptual frameworks for moral choice and decision, I wish to probe here the realism and relevance of forgiveness in the public square without dependence on religious rationales and references.  My questions are these: Is forgiveness a realistic moral response in the context of socio-political and economic interdependencies and disparities? What reasons and motivations might move one to forgive in the face of social and political moral atrocities?  In a word, does forgiveness apply to real-politik?   Given the frequency and immediacy of feelings of hatefulness and revenge in the face of personally experienced moral horror, a case for political forgiveness in the public square clearly must be made and cannot be taken for granted.  Phrased personally, the question is this: “Why and how might I forgive those who directed or inflicted terror and torture, or those who looked on with support, or looked past with indifference?”  


One popular answer is the therapeutic one: I forgive the other so that I can get on with my life.  I forgive so that he or she does not have the final word in my life, trapping me in anger and rage, fixated on the unfairness of the past.   In a novel entitled The Warmest December, Bernice McFadden provides a narrative that generates this conclusion while nuancing and illuminating the experience that leads to it.  Hers is a story of domestic violence rather than governmental violence, but the experience of hate and desire for revenge generated by sustained experiences of torture and terror offer a relevant point of connection.  

The Therapeutic Context


In The Warmest December we gain a glimpse into the cruelty of a father and the trauma experienced by his young daughter Kenzie, the story’s narrator.  The following dialogue provides one example.  One day, the adult Kenzie recalls, Hy-Lo, her father, called her to him and demanded that she show him her hands.


“`Are they clean?’ he asked as I slowly raised my arms.  `Yes, sir,’ I said


and shook my head furiously up and down.


     They were clean, in fact still damp from my having washed them.  `Come 


closer,’ he said.  `Come closer so I can see better,’ he said.  I moved closer


and closer until my small hands were right beneath his chin.  `I see a speck


of dirt,’ he said and stifled a laugh.  I smelled the whiskey.  It was whiskey 


then.


     `A speck a dirt…hmmm…right there,’ he said and smashed the hot tip of his 


cigarette down into the soft middle of my eight-year-old palm” (McFadden 2001,1).


The story told by Kenzie details family life with her mother, her brother, and the father who feigned concern about clean hands.  But this story is flashback, for the frame of the narrative is the adult daughter Kenzie, sitting at the side of her dying father’s hospital bed, trying to make sense of a desire to be there, while sensing an ambivalence that included hatred and compassion, sadness, understanding, and rage.


“I would force myself to remember the smell of hate, the feel of pain, and the sense of 



rejection he instilled in me every single day of my life.  I would remember and then


this feeling of forgiveness that was laying root inside of me would dissipate and the


hate would blossom again, like gardenias in spring” (McFadden 2001, 121).

The storyline suggests that Kenzie’s journey to understanding and forgiveness was stimulated in part by her own desire to connect with this man she hated hating, but also by the discovery as an adult that her father had suffered physical cruelty as a child at the hands of his mother, cruelty  analogous to her own.  Kenzie learned from a family friend that Gwynneth, Hy-Lo’s mother and Kenzie’s grandmother, had beat her sons “across the bottoms of their feet and then had them stand barefoot in the snow, or barefoot in the summer on the black tarmac of the street as punishment for some childish misdemeanor or failing grade” (McFadden 2001, 203).  A second discovery was that Gwynneth had regularly slammed her boys up against a wall, choking them into unconsciousness and holding the youngest by his throat out the fourth floor window, threatening to drop him at any moment (McFadden 2001, 204).


Kenzie’s ambivalence about forgiving and hating Hy-Lo forever vie for attention and loyalty. As an adult woman, Kenzie finds herself emulating her father’s alcoholism.  It is in recovery that she deals with her anger, discovers a restless yearning for understanding and forgiveness, and chooses change.  She describes her moment of decision: “But I don’t look at it as forgiving.  I look at it as a fresh coat of paint, and then I hear the voice inside me say: You’ve got to let go in order to go forward” (McFadden 2001, 238).



Kenzie’s insight that she must let go in order to move into the future reflects advice prominent in the therapeutic literature: we forgive for our own benefit, to free ourselves and to empower ourselves to move on.  In the words of one author, forgiveness is not about the other; it’s about our own quality of life (Larsen, 1992, 123).  


In a therapeutic and psychology-saturated culture such as the United States, there is great appeal to this argument.  There is, for example, the moral appeal of using one’s own agency to distance from the source of harm.  There is the ancient spiritual wisdom of detaching and letting go, combined with courage expressed in a refusal to let the other have the final word in one’s  life.  Yet there is in the therapeutic context such focused attention on the self that this argument is limited and limiting in itself. The therapeutic rationale of self-care supports a decision of acceptance, but I’m not convinced that forgiveness is the right descriptor. I am not so much forgiving the other, it seems to me, as I am getting on with my life by disconnecting from the one who harmed me.  By placing the focus on my self, my sanity, my spirit, I foster disconnection from the other who has harmed me deeply.  I recover independence.  I do not have to wait for that person to recognize the harm caused me.  I do not have to negotiate, do not have to seek consensus on the wrong done.  I can walk into my future and focus on my own, admittedly important, creative projects of being and becoming.  I do not pursue resolution or reconciliation.  I release the other from all debt owed me in the name of my sanity, my freedom, my need for creative agency.  


This admittedly attractive argument works in an individualistic context, and I can envision scenarios where this is an optimal moral response. But in public life, socio-economic and political interdependencies make it very clear that social reconstruction following government-sanctioned atrocities requires the rehabilitation of relationships rather than the refusal to relate.  

Forgiveness in Public Life


Political renderings of forgiveness expand the frame of therapeutic proposals for forgiveness by highlighting the community context in which atrocities occur and the community resolution that a common future requires.  The ever-expanding literature from and about the new South Africa makes this clear.  There is no future without forgiveness, Desmond Tutu maintains, because the future of South Africa requires working together.  In that setting, forgiveness emerges as an aspect of the common good, the good-for-we and not only the good-for-me.  Forgiveness in the public square is about community-care, which includes self-care, but which focuses the caring process on the next generation and on behalf of them labors to bring the enemy to accountability and the society to changed social arrangements.  Although a substantial literature discusses political forgiveness, I prefer the more generic reference to forgiveness in public life because these relationships are social, cultural, and economic, as well as political.   In South Africa and other sites where economic disparities ground the conflict, “political forgiveness” can be misleading.  What is at stake is not only political power, but economic privilege.  


Fostering forgiveness in public life involves the following five features.

1.
The first is recognizing the truth of the moral evil at issue.  Forgiveness in public life cannot occur unless attention is paid to the evil deed, process, system, policy, and/or law, also known as moral betrayal, moral violation, moral cruelty, moral horror, moral atrocity, and crimes against humanity.   Shriver’s conviction on this point is captured in his advice to “remember and forgive” rather than “forgive and forget” (Shriver 1995, 7).


Desmond Tutu exemplifies this point by noting that the post-apartheid dispensation in South Africa chose to face the details of apartheid by encouraging the stories of victim/survivors, perpetrators, and bystanders.  The Truth and Reconciliation Commission offered the possibility of amnesty only for those who applied for it with respect to a particular crime and who agreed to tell the truth about the behind-the-scenes workings of apartheid policies and practices.  In Tutu’s words, those negotiating a new governance were unwilling to “let bygones be bygones” as many perpetrators and bystanders would have liked.  He continues: 


Our common experience in fact is the opposite—that the past, far from disappearing


or lying down and being quiet, has an embarrassing and persistent way of returning 


and haunting us unless it has in fact been dealt with adequately.  Unless we look 


the beast in the eye we find it has an uncanny habit of returning to hold us hostage 


(Tutu 1999a, 28).


The South Africa Truth and Reconciliation Commission placed such a high priority on visualizing and verbalizing the truth of apartheid policies and practices, and on spotlighting accountability and responsibility of the perpetrators, that it was willing to support criminal and civil amnesty in exchange for full disclosure of the truth of the crime for which amnesty was being sought.  Criminal and civil amnesty seems to some to be a very high price to pay for the truth.  But whether one agrees with that strategy or not, the choice made in the new South Africa underscores the importance given to realistic examination of the causes of human suffering and the moral betrayals that constituted that suffering.  To choose otherwise, Tutu notes, would be “to victimize the victims of apartheid a second time round” (Tutu 1999a, 29). 


Given the ambiguities and complexities of human perception, motivation, and suspicion, one can always question the reliability and verifiability of achieving the truth by way of personal story.  Wynand Malan’s minority report (TRCR vol. 5 1999, 436ff) embodies this questioning stance.  Aware that the various members of the TRC were “differently exposed” and therefore “differently disposed,” Malan spotlights the fact that “Even where we agreed on facts, their intepretation differed according to our various dispositions” (TRCR vol. 5 1999, 436).  As a once-member of the Nationalist Party (which he left in 1987) and as a once “right-wing Afrikaner,” Malan acknowledged that he wore that label “without pride or shame” (TRCR vol. 5 1999, 437), but as a fact of his history with its own perspective on that history.


For example, where the African National Congress viewed the creation of homelands and the removal of peoples to be an outrageous expression of domination based on discrimination, Malan viewed those initiatives as a moral response to a troubled society, as an effort to create independent ethnic states following a history of colonialism.  His claims invite extended debate, of course, and South Africa is replete with such debate.  Since the establishment of “independent ethnic states” required coercion in the face of a history of inadequate access to educational and economic opportunities for those being relocated, the policy and practice cannot be justified on intent or motivation alone.  Sine moral analysis and justification require attention to pre-existing facts and to foreseeable consequences, motivation and vision in moral matters need to be tested against the material conditions in the everyday world.  Malan chose to level a procedural challenge rather than argue on substantive moral matters of historical fact, means used, and foreseeable consequences.  He preferred to question whether the stories told and the testimonies provided to the Commission could be trustworthy without their being confirmed by third party voices, without some form of verifiability.  


Thus, at the heart of receiving and appreciating the truth-seeking and truth-speaking process of the South African TRC, lie issues of epistemology and moral choice: Is this source trustworthy?  Is this story factually accurate?  Is this information verifiable?  Do these words and tears tells us what is true?   In the Foreward to the Commission’s Report, Desmond Tutu urges acceptance of the testimonials as true:  “We believe we have provided enough of the truth about our past for there to be a consensus about it.  There is consensus that atrocious things were done on all sides….We should accept that truth has emerged….” (TRCR, vol. 1 1999, 18).   In its response to Malan’s Minority Report, the TRC expressed disappointment that Malan withdrew from the process of discussing and drafting the final Report in order to formulate his minority position.  The better way, they judge, would have been to have full benefit of his views for collective debate with the possibility of including his points within the report itself (TRCR, vol. 5 1999, 457).  


The subjectivity of perspective that Malan takes as a given is thus contested in the Commission’s response.  They judged that the statutory mandate that inaugurated the Commission required them to “rise above this subjective diversity and execute the duties imposed upon us professionally and strictly in accordance with our mandate, despite our subjective views on specific issues” (TRCR, vol. 5 1999, 458).  The very words employed allude to still another contemporary debate--whether it is possible to rise above subjective diversity, whether objectivity, though desirable, is possible, or whether we live in a world of pluriform subjectivities from which there is no reprieve.


Shriver observes that in political forgiveness, coming to consensus about the nature of the offense for which forgiveness is sought or valued may take a very long time (Shriver 1995, 7).  The Commission-Malan exchange renders this dynamic visible and moves me to edit Shriver’s prose by adding “if ever.”  Even when “consensus” is claimed, contestation is likely to follow, given the perspectival character of human knowledge and the self-justifying inclinations of the human heart.  


Antjie Krog, South African poet and reporter, lingers over the problem of “truth” in her wonderfully detailed account of the TRC process.  Citing the multiple theories of truth with a delicious touch of satire, Krog identifies “the correspondence theory, the coherence theory, the deflationary theory, the pragmatic theory, the redundancy theory, the semantic theory, double truth, logical truth, and the subjective theory of subjective truth” (Krog 1998, 261).  For her, the important question is not which theory one espouses and defends, but whether one’s grasp of the truth as seen, heard, and felt will allow one to live with the enemy: “When I know the full truth, will I be able to share a space with you?” she asks (Krog 1998, 262).


Tutu’s Forward to the Commission’s Report observes that “there can be no healing without truth,” yet in the words that follow this claim, Tutu discloses a process perspective on truth as both perspectival and acquisitive:  


“My appeal to South Africans as they read this report is not to use it to attack 


others, but to add to it, correct it and ultimately to share in the process that will 


lead to national unity through truth and reconciliation….Inevitably, evidence 


and information about our past will continue to emerge, as indeed they must.  


The report of the Commission will now take its place in the historical landscape 


of which future generations will try to make sense – searching for the clues that 


lead, endlessly, to a truth that will, in the very nature of things, never be fully 


revealed” (TRCR vol. 1 1999, 4).


Alex Boraine, Vice-Chairperson of the South Africa TRC, explains four sorts of truth that the Commission deployed: 1) objective-factual-forensic truth supported by  documentation and demonstration; 2) personal-narrative-testimonial disclosures of truth rooted in experience and memory; 3) social-dialogical-interactive sharing that involved democratic participation and transparency; and 4) the restorative-healing goal of truth-telling and the hope it generates.  All of these avenues into the truths of the complex and divided society of South Africa were pursued in the hope of fostering social reconciliation and economic transformation (Boraine 2000, 288-91).
While debate on what constitutes “the truth” and how it is known will surely continue  unabated, one of the lasting contributions of the TRC appears to be its providing a forum for articulating in public, questions previously voiced only in private.  Antjie Krog articulates some of the questions posed by those testifying, that come from persons hurt both by those who defended apartheid and by those who resisted it:  What kind of person keeps a black man’s hand in a fruit jar on his office desk?  What kind of person creates and practices “necklacing” (placing rubber tires over the shoulders of a person, pouring gasoline on them, and setting them on fire) to those understood to be informers?  How is it possible that the person who was so precious to me evoked no sense of empathy in you?  Does anyone listening “know how it feels to experience a blow so intense that it forces the fillings from your teeth?” (Krog 1998, 59-60, 64).  


Perhaps the most constructive way to construe the value of truth-seeking by the Commission appears in the words of Tim, a letter-writer to the TRC, who felt grateful that because of Commission hearings, “the tyranny of silence” was broken (Krog 1998, 193).  Contestation complicates claims made, yet in democracy, contestation is more trustworthy than silence.  The Commission created a public place for people to talk about the atrocities they received, inflicted, or observed.  More than 20,000 survivors and families did so.  Historian and writer Michael Ignatieff observes that truth commissions serve the truth not by establishing it beyond all question, but by narrowing the range of permissible lies (quoted in Boraine 2000, 289 and cited in Meredith 1999, 335).  Similarly, Boraine judges that “the truth dealt a body blow to denial…” (Boraine 2000, 376).  

2. A second feature of forgiveness in public life following regimes of terror and torture is 

seeking justice as well as truth, with attention to the need for reparations.  In her book Between Vengeance and Forgiveness, Martha Minow offers the view that vengeance and forgiveness are opposites on a continuum and that justice resides somewhere in-between, partaking of both.  Retributive justice resonates with feelings of vengeance and reflects and directs desires for revenge, for paying up what is due, and more.  But the literature on forgiveness in the polis reminds us that retributive justice is only one kind of justice.  There is also restorative or reparative justice, which looks to the restoration of relationships, the reconstruction of social bonds, and, where feasible, reconciliation.  Even if reconciliation is too strong a word, too unrealistic a goal in given settings, coexistence and some measure of cooperation are necessary for a society seeking to avoid a bloodbath and to embrace a future.  Nonetheless, reparations of some sort are rightly required.


Desmond Tutu reports that by choosing the language of “reparations,” the Commissioners deliberately sought to avoid the word “compensation” (Tutu 1999a, 61) because they agreed that there was no way one could compensate for the brutal murder of a loved one or the life-long maiming of one’s own body or psyche.  Monetary reparations could be symbolic at most.  


Reparations can be expressed in many ways: scholarships for a family who had lost real and potential income through the killing of a family member, occupational training and rehabilitation, and surgical and therapeutic interventions as well as other forms of medical help.  Reparations could also be made in the form of subsidies that prevent eviction from homes, or the establishment of monuments to honor those killed (Tutu 1999a, 60).  Others include death certificates, exhumations, reburials, and ceremonies, the clearing of criminal records and renaming of streets and facilities.  Days of remembrance and reconciliation and the establishment of peace parks are still others.  Removing perpetrators from state employment and from public benefits are still other examples of possible reparations (Minow 1998, 23) in addition to the traditional options of trials, convictions, and incarceration.  What is known as lustration, namely, the disqualification or removal from office of people who have been implicated in violations of human rights is a procedure the TRC chose not to pursue (TRCR, vol. 1 1999, 3; also vol. 5 1999, 310-311).  


One of the discoveries made in the course of the Commission’s hearings is the degree to which public acknowledgement and consequent humiliation functioned as a form of punishment and reparation.  As detailed confessions were narrated in application of amnesty, many friends and family of security personnel and death squads were shocked and horrified at their loved ones’ guilt.  For some, friendships were severed and marriages ended as consequences of their telling their stories of participation (Tutu 1999a, 51).   For others, living with a heightened realization of one’s complicity with moral evil became a permanent suffering.


But these various strategies of payment and of possible reparations in the face of evildoing surely fall short of the experienced trauma for which surely nothing—no deed, no word, no object, no amount of money—can compensate.  Given the nature of human rights atrocities protected by governmental grip, it seems plausible that no reparations could really satisfy.  Truth commissions have a charge much larger than juridical bodies and court systems.  When regimes of terror and torture are the object of investigation and site for transformation, there can be no one-to-one correspondence between perpetrator and victim.  The reparations listed above are something, but they can never return the loss of the person, the limb, or the life as it might have been.  This limitation in holding regimes of terror and torture accountable highlights the radical impossibility--or at least the tactical impracticality--of fostering vengeance as a motive.  Acts of vengeance function to punish loss by replicating it.  Thus they serve to perpetuate loss rather than recover that which has been lost.  When the social goal is the rehabilitation and reconstruction of social relations, then something is needed to displace vengeance.

3. This something else is the third feature of forgiveness in the public square; I view it as

psychological, emotional, and spiritual in nature.  This third feature is detachment from revenge and retaliation as motivating forces in righting wrongs and effecting change. Nelson Mandela, first President of the Republic of South Africa after the open elections of 1994, judges that “personal bitterness is irrelevant. It is a luxury that we, as individuals and as a country, simply cannot afford, any more than we can afford to listen to special pleading from the privileged.  Instead we must insist with quiet resolve on a firm policy of undoing the continuing effects of the past” (Foreward in Asmal 1007, n.p.).  Echoing the views of Martin Luther King, Jr., who insisted that the philosophy of nonviolence had no room for violence of the spirit nor violence of the body, Mandela reminds us that the challenge is to construct creative alternatives to violence with attention clear placed on the future.  


Perhaps the Dalai Lama put it most simply and forcefully when he told a press corps that one main reason he does not promote revenge and the violence it spawns is because neighbors simply must learn to live together.  “China isn’t going anywhere,” he continued; “Tibet isn’t going away.  China and Tibet will always be neighbors.  Thus the Tibetans and Chinese must find a way to live together” (August 1993, Chicago Parliament of the World’s Religions).  The alternative is chronic mutual destruction. 

4.
The collective context in which forgiveness is fostered points to the fourth feature of socio-political forgiveness: recognition of the humanity of the enemy.  This recognition requires realistic acknowledgement of the moral vulnerability of human beings, the power of social conditioning, the easy surrender to rage, the appeal of power and privilege, and the compromising and fear-inducing pressures that regimes of terror place on their people.  Personal survival combined with revenge quite literally can be a tortuous and deadly combination of motives.  This awareness may move one to nod to the ancient observation, “there but for the grace of God go I” (Tutu 1999a, 253; Krog 1998, 24, 338).  The moral atrocities that were indulged in, not only by supporters of apartheid but also by some who resisted apartheid led Methodist bishop Peter Storey to offer this sobering and realistic observation, 


The primary cancer will always be and has always been apartheid.  But


secondary infections have touched many of apartheid’s opponents and 


eroded their knowledge of good and evil.  And one of the tragedies of life 


is, it’s possible to become that which we hate most—a ruthless abuse of 


power and a latitude that allow our deeds to resemble the abuses we fought


against (quoted in Krog 1998, 324).


Tutu writes that “as we become a little more conscious of how we too could succumb as easily as they” (Tutu 1999a, 253), we humans may become a bit more compassionate in our outlook upon the opposition, and this empathetic receptivity may even move the process of restoration and reconstruction forward.  For it may have the result of those judging being a bit less smug and those being judged a bit more willing to acknowledge their weaknesses as humans.  This in turn may move them to accept accountability for their actions more readily (Tutu, 1999a, 253).  When evil is so framed, forgiveness in the public sphere may become emotionally possible for many who might otherwise be inclined to brand the enemy as inhuman and treat the enemy as pariah.


Although forgiveness is necessary in the views of the TRC’s Chairperson, Desmond Tutu, it is noteworthy that nothing in the act that established the Commission required a perpetrator requesting amnesty to apologize.  Citing an interview with Dumisa Ntsebeza, head of the human rights investigation unit of the TRC, Kenneth Christie notes that the TRC “was not about forgiveness and there is nothing about forgiveness in the act” that created it (Christie 2000, 166).  Apologies and requests for forgiveness undoubtedly help move the social reconstruction process forward, but neither repentance nor forgiveness are required--nor can they be required, for each is done freely or not at all.  The work and report of the TRC evoked a variety of responses in this regard.  Tina Rosenberg summarizes this variety succinctly:  “The political parties condemned its report; whites largely ignored its work; and many victims felt that it robbed them of traditional justice” (Rosenberg in Meredith 1999, xi).  But those who fostered forgiveness and those who chose forgiveness did so with an eye on the future.  

5.
The fifth feature of fostering forgiveness in the face of regimes of terror and torture is its goal of reconciliation, that is, the renewal and transformation of human relationships such that “never again” becomes possible—if only for a time, given the ways in which history does repeat itself.  Although “reconciliation” is one of the voiced goals of the new South Africa, it too, like the truth, is a process, one that requires the attention and the hard work of all parties, with an eye toward the future.  Some convincingly argue that conciliation is a more realistic word for the South African challenge than is reconciliation.  Reconciliation suggests restoration of what once was.  But if good relationships never existed, the challenge is one of conciliation, not reconciliation (Christie 2000, 154, 172).   Forging common bonds is difficult but necessary work among enemies who want their children to survive and to shape a future with some measure of confidence.  Establishing or restoring relationships among previous enemies is an effort to “break the spiral of reprisal and counter-reprisal” (TRCR, vol. 5 1999, 351) with an eye to the future and with a concern for the legacy to be inherited by the next generation.


Reconciliation, like truth, is given many definitions and descriptions.  Some accent the reality of a common humanity, a “rainbow nation,” rather than one where racial distinction makes a difference (Tutu 1996, 1999b; Krog 1998, 143).  For Tutu, reconciliation is the start and the strategy for change; it is both means and end in the cultivation of a culture of human rights (Christie 2000, 143, 145).  Tina Rosenberg shares this view: 


In my opinion, one of the most important rules for building a democratic 


political culture is that nations should use the principles that mark the


democracies they hope to become, rather than the practices of politicized


justice they have inherited  from repressive regimes (Afterward in Meredith


1999, 330).

This position echoes a tenet in the non-violent tradition that the means and ends are correlative.  Indeed, the means are the end in-process-of-becoming.


Others see reconciliation as a social arrangement that follows the process of social and economic transformation.  Still others see reconciliation primarily as a feature of survival, and thus of negotiation, because one’s grandchildren will be the beneficiaries (Krog 1998, 146). In the words of Alwinus Mhlatsi, one of those testifying before the Commission, “We cannot do bad things to others.  We have children to bring up” (quoted in Krog 1998, 235).  


The survival feature of reconciliation frames forgiveness in the public square as eminently practical, eminently political, and eminently accessible to persons of diverse emotional make-ups who hold a variety of religious worldviews and philosophical standpoints.  Forgiveness in public life need not be dependent on a particular religious metaphysic or spirituality, though it may be informed and enriched by them.  Forgiveness in public life is dependent, finally, it seems to me, on a desire that society’s children, their children, and those to follow not be held hostages to the past. Antjie Krog put it this way: “This hearing has little to do with the past.  It has everything to do with the future” (Krog 1998, 337).


Forgiveness in public life thus places the focus on the good of the commons and the rehabilitation of community with an eye on the well-being of the next generation.  In a philosophical analysis of political forgiveness in book by that title, Peter Digeser insists that political forgiveness does not depend on the emotional states of the forgivers but appears in actions taken to effect valued political relationships through the establishment or reinstatement of civic and moral equality (Digeser 2001, 4).  Civil actions, he argues, is its primary ingredient, and public, cooperative projects its expression.  It is the civil actions that count, not the internal states nor lingering feelings of resentment and anger nor even the energizing feelings of hope and trust.  Indeed, it seems realistic to expect that anger in the face of moral betrayal and atrocities would be likely to continue for some time.  The moral question at issue becomes: Will I allow that feeling to dominate my behavior?  Will I allow it to abort joint action and cooperation, our only hope for constructing something greater than we now have?  


Forgiveness is commonly construed as an expression of love and generosity.  Yet the positive feelings that often accompany such attitudes and actions cannot be counted on nor expected for forgiveness in the public sphere, for feelings are undulating realities, appearing and disappearing in unexpected rhythms.  The experience of the “new South Africa” makes clear that the goal of forgiveness in the public sphere is the transformation of the polis according to the values of responsibility, accountability, justice, and equality.  These criteria become its hallmark and remind us that one does not have to feel forgiving to be forgiving.  Forgiveness is a choice.
Forgiveness in the public square thus aims at the renewal of human relationships from those of victimizer and victim, powerful and powerless, top dog and underdog to relationships marked by the civility characteristic of strangers.  Shriver posits that coexistence, which may be little more than passive tolerance, may be enough (Shriver 1995, 9).  Yet the South African experience suggests that more than coexistence is needed. The strangers who coexist, after all, meet in the public square because of a common hope that they can generate and access a healthy economy and that life can be lived without bloodshed. Cooperation is required if economic transformation is to accompany political transformation.  Living together amidst the realities of the political, social, and economic flows of power requires working together to see that the inevitable political and economic imbalances not become rigid nor sustained but that power and opportunities flow broadly.  The redistribution of resources as well as the reconstruction of relationships is required if a truly new South Africa is to emerge (Christie 2000, 147, citing interview with W. Verwoed).

More on Reasons and Motivations

What, finally, is likely to motivate one to forgive state-sanctioned or state-ignored terrorists and torturers?  The answer that I, for one, find most compelling is that the children of victimizers and victims alike must live together in this world and that actions taken now will shape what they have to contend with, for good and for ill.  As noted above, Donald Shriver, Jr., advises not to “forgive and forget,” but to “remember and forgive.”  While it appears realistic to say that we humans must remember the atrocities in order to commit to “never again,” it appears also that we must forgive something of the enormous debt owed because the costs of inequities and moral horrors practiced in regimes of terror and torture will very likely never find adequate reparations.  Some reparations, yes.  But adequate reparations?  Not likely.


Indeed, what could be adequate in the way of reparations in the face of the moral horrors of both the apartheid and some of the anti-apartheid forces as well?  The South African experience of seeking truth and reconciliation through a commission by that title suggests to me that the only almost-adequate reparation for a history of moral violations would be the moral conversion of the perpetrator so that the future can be different from the past.  By “moral conversion” I mean the radical realization and sense of moral outrage in the face of the deeds enacted:  the felt-pain inflicted on the recipients on every level (physical, emotional, psychological, spiritual, moral); the fears of recurrence and feelings of revenge inherited by future generations who must cope with a legacy of hatred and horror; and the diminishing effects on the self among those inflicting or tolerating those atrocities.  


Since moral conversion is usefully construed as an internal shift in ways of seeing, feeling, valuing, judging, deciding, and acting(, and since moral conversions occur according to the rhythms of internal receptivity and outer circumstance, they cannot be programmed nor predicted.  Nor can they be observed with confidence, for claims of moral conversion may be self-serving efforts to reduce punishment.  Geographic and other distances commonly make observation and connection with former perpetrators unlikely.  If moral conversion is the only satisfying reparation for moral horror, then moral conversion in the perpetrator must function as a hope in the heart of the victim.  


It seems self-evident to me that hope for the moral conversion of the other cannot coexist with vengeance, for vengeful actions are likely to prevent or abort that conversion process from happening.  Conversions take time, if they happen at all.  There are no guarantees that such desired moral shifts will occur and no way of confirming that claimed conversions are genuine.  Thus a willingness to forgo and forgive the indebtedness grounded in moral atrocities seems to be a feature of the limitations and uncertainties inherent in human life and knowledge.  This does not mean that some reparations are not possible nor worth pursuing.  But they are likely to fall short of full satisfaction because they can never make up for the losses suffered.   


Reparations now being pursued in South Africa are economic, social, and cultural in nature.  The black majority now has political power.  But the white minority carries into the future the benefits of social, educational, and economic privilege.  Affirmative action and other efforts to more equitably redistribute those benefits through new opportunities accessible to the majority are forms of reparations for previously-programmed disparities. But these changes in policy and practice will not suture broken personalities; they will not raise the dead to life; and they will not give the elderly in the society a youthful start on a future embraced in hope. 


Thus, “forgiveness” (and not simply “accepting and moving forward” or “going on with one’s life”) seems an apt word for the challenge of dealing with state-supported crime and brutality because the future and the common good require forgoing, that is, forgiving at least some of the indebtedness.  Arguments and exhortations on behalf of forgiveness in the public square call citizens to a large, expansive vision that focuses on the commons and on the future.  But they also point to the practicalities of the present and to the value of personal and national survival.  Hope thus fosters forgiveness as forgiveness fosters the possibility of social change.


Whereas therapeutic notions of forgiveness place the focus on me and my future, forgiveness in public life operates with a broader lens, placing attention on the we and our future.  As a feature of the common good, forgiveness is indeed relevant and realistic to public discourse.  Indeed, such forgiveness is rooted in a realism about the truth of moral evil, that is, about human vulnerability to evil and participation in it.  Forgiveness in the polis depends on initiative and commitment if a transformation of social relationships and arrangements is to take place.   Forgiveness in public life is embedded in the realities of human interdependence and thus of community, and is sustained by a vision of the common good.  Forgiveness in the public square is an expression of hope because it is an investment in future generations.  It thrives on generosity of spirit because it is unwilling to hold future generations hostage to the past.  It insists on accountability and responsibility even as it fosters the hard work of recasting relationships and redistributing resources.   

Concluding Thoughts

What I have sought to do in this paper is isolate some of the features of forgiveness in the public sphere as proposed in the literature on “political forgiveness” while renaming such forgiveness as public, in order to accent its relevance to the social and economic features of life.  In doing so I have tapped materials emerging from and about the new South Africa in order to learn from that experience and in order to assess the realism of proposed reasons and motivations for choosing it.  Several questions inaugurated this article and a new one emerges from it.  I wonder: Will forgiveness in the public square become as distinctive an opportunity for the twenty-first century as the atrocities that have given rise to it have become a distinctive feature of the twentieth century?  


As in all things moral, there are no guarantees.  Forgiveness is often more a matter of decision than of desire, a time-consuming process rather than an instantaneous choice, a form of labor requiring diligent intention and vigilant attention.  When forgiveness is framed as a feature of the common good and as a strategy for fostering a more democratic future politically and economically, as is the case in South Africa, choosing to forgive, that is forgoing something of the enormous and elusive debt due, does seem to me to be realistic, difficult as that decision and process surely must be.  
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