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Chapter Seven

Evil and Forgiveness:
The Possibility of Moral Redemption

Laurence Thomas

Evil underscores in a most dramatic way the truth that human beings are
psychological creatures. For the extraordinary grip of evil lies in the psy-
chological disarray that it occasions in its victims and in the psychological
wherewithal of the perpetrators to discount the humanity of their victims.
What is more, the systematic forms of evil committed against a given group
would not be possible were it not for a significant measure of unity on the
part of the perpetrators.

In her extremely important work, The Atrocity Paradigm, Claudia Card
makes the following very provocative observation: “unscrupulous or abusive
victims can cease to deserve apologies or reparations, involuntarily releasing
perpetrators from obligation.”" These remarks are in her chapter entitled “The
Moral Power of Victims.” Her discussion is not so much about the moral power
of victims to prevent others from suffering a similar wrong as it is about the
ways in which the victims may react to the wrongs that they have suffered.
From a moral point of view, there are better and worse ways to react to the
moral wrongs that one has suffered. At one end, victims can be unscrupulous
and abusive, as Card observes. At the other end, victims can forgive those who
are deserving of forgiveness. The latter is the subject of this essay.

Here is what Card says regarding forgiveness: “one can be at fault for fail-
ing to offer forgiveness to those who deserve it or refusing to grant forgive-
ness when asked by those who have done all that they can to atone.”” The
question that immediately arises is this: Does a victim’s steadfast refusal to
forgive her or his wrongdoers, if the wrongdoers are unequivocally deserving
of forgiveness, constitute unscrupulous or abusive behavior on the part of the
victim? If this question can be answered affirmatively, then Card is commit-
ted to the following rather radical thesis: Victims can have a moral obliga-
tion to forgive those who have wronged them if these wrongdoers are now
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116 Chapter Seven

deserving of forgiveness; accordingly, in steadfastly refusing to forgive, the
victims become wrongdoers against those who had wronged them. The thesis
is radical for two reasons that are related. For one, the thesis entails that the
status of being a victim does not serve as an excuse for refusing to acknowl-
edge the appropriate moral behavior of contrition on the part of wrongdoers.
For another, the thesis entails that forgiveness is not primarily an affair of the
heart, and so more on the order of, say, romantic love. Romantic love is not
thought to be determined so much by objective considerations of suitability
as it is by the relevant parties having the appropriate feelings for one another.
If the relevant parties do not, then we do not have romantic love between
them, however much all the world may rightly judge that they are suitable for
one another. To be sure, other things besides romantic feelings are important
to having a stable and enduring romantic relationship. The point, though, is
simply that having feelings of romantic love is not at all a consequence of all
these other things being in place. In particular, the very idea of having an ob-
ligation to have romantic feelings for another, merely because the person has
all these other qualities deemed suitable in a partner, seems very close to an
oxymoron. Recall Blaise Pascal’s famous remark: “The heart has its reasons
that reason itself cannot grasp.” The reasons constitutive of romance are held
to be on an entirely different plain than the reasons of rationality.

If forgiveness parallels romantic love, then it is primarily about how we
feel towards our wrongdoers, and thus forgiving is rather independent of
the constraints of rationality. If, however, we can have a moral obligation to
forgive, then forgiveness cannot be primarily about how we feel towards our
wrongdoers. Instead, there has to be strong rational considerations that come
into play. What is more, we generally suppose that people should do what
is right regardless of how they feel. Perhaps forgiveness can be understood
more like that than not.

In this essay, I want to defend the radical thesis regarding forgiveness that,
at the very least, is suggested by Card’s remarks and is inspired by the chapter
title “The Moral Power of Victims.” Victims do have a moral power in that
no one can bear witness to the moral change for the better that has taken place
in the life of a wrongdoer like a victim can.

For the purposes of this essay, I shall focus upon the evil that occurs in
communal atrocities, as I shall say, that are constitutive of a prevailing moral
climate. With communal atrocities, what we have is not some semblance of
an Adam Smith invisible hand phenomenon, where each person has made an
independent evaluation of a group and it just so turns out that they all share
the same view of the group. The moral climate is a significant factor. This sort
of evil is to be contrasted with autonomous atrocities. Serial killers and rapist
exemplify autonomous atrocities. It is characteristic of these individuals to
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Evil and Forgiveness 117

act alone. For instance, they are not typically egged on by others. Obviously,
the distinction between communal and autonomous atrocities is not an all-or-
nothing matter. Yet, there are clearly paradigm cases of evil constitutive of
a moral climate and paradigm cases of evil committed by a single individual
who is acting entirely on her or his own, often going against the very grain
of community sentiment.’ The distinction also accords well with Card’s con-
cern in her path breaking work. Her focus is not the serial rapist or the street
corner robber or even a violent bar brawl that unexpectedly erupts and results
in a stabbing. Her focus, instead, is the evil where one group of people is, in
some way, acting in concert with one another to harm another group of people
in a most egregious manner. Finally, as we shall see in Section §4, it is evil
that is constitutive of a moral climate to which John Badford’s claim seems
particularly applicable: “There but for the Grace of God go I1.”#

I. Deserving of Forgiveness

Card does not offer an account of when a person guilty of communal atroci-
ties is deserving of forgiveness. But I assume that she would say that the
following conditions must be met: (i) Where possible, the wrongdoer of
the evil beseeches those whom she or he has wronged in order to ask for
their forgiveness. This may require asking family members, friends, and
members of the community. To be sure, none of these individuals can offer
the forgiveness that only the victims can offer. Yet, there is much symbolic
significance to approaching these individuals when the victims are no longer
around. Doing so gives enormous credibility to the counterfactual that the
wrongdoer would beseech forgiveness from the victims if only they were yet
alive. (ii) The wrongdoer of the evil fully and willingly acknowledges both
in private and in public the wrongs that she or he has committed, though of
course this acknowledgement goes first to the victims where that is possible.
Moreover, the wrongdoer will always fully and willingly do so where this
is appropriate. Obviously, what counts as appropriate can be a complicated
matter and reasonable people can disagree. The root idea, though, is that
genuine contrition does not entitle the wrongdoer to act as if she or he had
never committed the wrong in the first place; and it should be evident from
time to time that the wrongdoer has not lost sight of this important reality
regarding her or his past. (iii) The wrongdoer of the evil is genuinely con-
trite and remorseful for the wrongs that she or he committed. What is more,
the individual has deep shame and regret that she or he so behaved. We can
imagine a case where it is only for personal gain that (i) is true. Condition
(i1) blocks cases like that. Conditions (i) and (ii), together, rules out identity
switches, where for instance a Nazi becomes a priest in a far away contrary
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and leads an impeccable life from there on out never owning up to the wrong
that he committed. (iv) As evidenced by a substantial history of behavior on
the wrongdoer’s part, the individual is motivated by a sense of justice to be
unfailing in her or his commitment to make right the wrongs committed, and
so to making amends. In any case, the individual to making sure that others
do not commit such communal atrocities. This condition helps us to see why
death bed requests for forgiveness may rightly fail to move us. For no mat-
ter how sincere the request is, we do not have any evidence that the person
would in fact have been unfailing in her or his motivation to make amends.
Indeed, we have no way to measure the depth of the person’s contrition.
Taken together, the fulfillment of these conditions reflect a genuine change
of character in the relevant respects on the part of the wrongdoer of evil—a
genuine and incontrovertible moral conversion. I shall refer to a person who
satisfies all of these conditions as a righteously contrite individual. As should
be clear, the pathway from being an egregious moral wrongdoer to being a
righteously contrite person is apt to be a very long and arduous one. Most do
not make the journey. In any case, no one has a moral obligation to wait for
a wrongdoer to make the journey.

A further remark about condition (iii) is in order. It is obvious that not all
evil wrongs can be made right. Nothing replaces a life. Similarly, one can-
not make up for the profound psychological scar of rape. The same holds
for many other crass forms of humiliation, such as making people parade
around nude. From an entirely different direction, an egregious betrayal is
also something for which it is typically not possible to make amends. Nothing
can replace the loss of 30 years in prison because a friend or family member
refused to tell the truth. I assume, though, that the thesis cannot be that the
very possibility of being deserving of forgiveness holds only if the wrongdoer
commits a wrong for which amends are possible. Someone might hold this
restricted view of forgiveness. However, an independent argument is needed
to show that a person cannot be deserving of forgiveness if she or he commits
a wrong for which amends are simply impossible; otherwise, the restricted
view is rather arbitrary.

It will be noticed that I have not said anything about punishment. I shall
assume that those who commit criminal behavior deserve to be punished. But
being punished is not a necessary or a sufficient condition for being deserv-
ing of forgiveness. There are lots of egregious wrongs for which the issue of
punishment does not really arise, as is typically the case with betrayal. Below,
I shall have more to say about punishment (§3).

Now, there is a conception of forgiveness that has quite religious moor-
ings. There is no reason to think that Card would subscribe to it. According
to this conception, the idea that a wrongdoer should be forgiven has nothing
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at all to do with how the wrongdoer behaves in light of the wrongs that she
or he committed. This conception was recently exemplified in 2006 by the
Amish in Pennsylvania who forgave Carl Charles Roberts IV for his murder
of 5 Amish school girls. Since Roberts killed himself, the issue of him do-
ing anything to be deserving of forgiveness was out of the question from the
very outset. However, the Amish would not, in the first place, have required
him to do anything in order be forgiven. On this religious view, we are all
tremendously imperfect; and we must not lose sight of this reality. Not for-
giving wrongdoers, regardless of what they go on to do, is a way of unjustly
setting ourselves above another human being. I shall make three brief com-
ments upon this view. First, it embodies a variety of considerations that a
morally upright person who is not religious has no reason to accept. Indeed,
the Amish do not seem to think that non-Amish individuals should embrace
their view of forgiveness. Second, this religious conception of forgiveness
raises very complicated questions regarding what exactly forgiveness entails.
For instance, it is not at all clear what it would mean in practical terms for
the Amish to forgive an unremorseful serial killer. Supposing that this person
must be kept in prison: What would, for the Amish, mark the distinction be-
tween forgiving the serial killer and treating the person humanely? Third, the
wrongdoer’s own response to her or his wrongful behavior is made irrelevant
to whether the individual should be forgiven or not.

I suspect that it is this third consideration that would be the most decisive
for Card in rejecting the religious conception of forgiveness held by the
Amish. This is because the way in which we should interact with individu-
als cannot be made independent of what they do—the history of their lives.
Card’s very claim, it will be recalled, is that victims can be at fault owing to
the way in which they behave. So, it is seems rather unlikely that she would
make the behavior of wrongdoers irrelevant to whether or not they are deserv-
ing of forgiveness.

We can give people things whether they are deserving of them or not. For-
giveness is not the exception to this reality.

II. What We Owe the Righteously Contrite

Clearly, there can be very good reasons to wonder whether a person is righ-
teously contrite, thereby satisfying the conditions set out above for deserving
forgiveness. And it is simply implausible to suppose that morality requires
us to give wrongdoers the benefit of the doubt in this regard. But what if
it is unequivocally the case that a person is righteously contrite? What is
incumbent upon victims who know this? Card’s remarks, noted earlier, that
“unscrupulous or abusive victims can cease to deserve apologies or reparations
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. .7 are very instructive here.’ T shall put forward a very basic account of
what is owed to wrongdoers who become morally contrite and then I shall
draw upon the account in order to indicate some of the ways in which victims
can be abusive.

The first thing that we should note is that forgiveness constitutes a form
of approval; and when it turns out that our approval matters, then we have a
measure of power. As professors know, a student’s sense of her or his intel-
lectual progress and wherewithal can be inextricably tied to their approval.
Professors who withhold approval from a deserving student or make that
student grovel for their approval clearly do what is morally wrong, although
no legal recourse is available. Minimally, such professors are mean-spirited
and callous. Unquestionably, these professors abuse their power of approval.
When a student clearly measures up, then the approval of professors should
be readily forthcoming. Or so it is barring some story that the student is a
morally fulsome person.

Now, a rather interesting fact about the world is that we do not always
get to choose whether our approval matters. And in no context is this more
evident than that of having been a victim. A person does not choose to be-
come a victim. Yet, if a wrongdoer has become righteously contrite, then
the approval from the wrongdoer’s victims matters enormously. Indeed, a
wrongdoer cannot become righteously contrite and, at the same time, not be
concerned with wanting her or his victims to know precisely that, since the
wrongdoer would want to offer the victim an apology and also to redress, in-
sofar as it is possible, the wrongs that she or he committed against the victim.
This, in turn, ineluctably raises the issue of sincerity; and nothing could be
more important to a wrongdoer who has become righteously contrite than that
this sincerity is recognized by her or his victim.

Can a wrongdoer’s victims have any excuse for not accepting and appre-
ciating the sincerity of a wrongdoer who has become righteously contrite? It
will be remembered that we are talking about a wrongdoer who has indeed
become a righteously contrite person—and not a wrongdoer who merely
makes a verbal apology while shedding tears. After all, a person could be
tearfully ashamed of having been caught and not quite repentant for the
wrongs that she or he did. When we actually have a righteously contrite per-
son, by contrast, then precisely what we have is a person who brings to the
moment a lived-history that unquestionably showcases a moral turn-about.
The question that I have just asked should not be confused with a different
one. Should a wrongdoer who has become righteously contrite understand
the importance of the victims expressing their moral outrage over the harm
that they suffered?® This allows the victims to display to the wrongdoer—and
so for the wrongdoer to witness—their anger, resentment, and pain over
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what was done to them in a social context where they are not vulnerable to
the wrongdoer. On the one hand, no righteously contrite person can expect
victims not to express these sentiments. On the other, though, the importance
of expressing moral outrage cannot constitute an excuse to not accept and
appreciate the sincerity of a wrongdoer who has become righteously contrite.
And one very fundamental reason for this is that from a moral point of view
anyone who wrongs another owes the victim a sincere apology. When the
sincerity of such an apology is underwritten by lived-history of contrition,
the moral pain of victims cannot be an excuse not to acknowledge and not to
accept the morally correct behavior that has been exhibited by the wrongdoer
who has become righteously contrite.

And if this much is right, then there is a corollary that follows. Suppose
that Beta has egregiously wronged Sigma, and Beta becomes righteously
contrite regarding the matter. I have just noted that Sigma must accept and
appreciate Beta’s contrition. There is more, however. To see that this is so,
suppose that Sigma’s friends inquire as to whether or not Beta has become
righteously contrite. Sigma must testify that Beta has. Sigma may not behave
in such a way that it would be reasonable for the friends who made the inquiry
suppose that Beta has not become righteously contrite. In other words, if a
wrongdoer has become righteously contrite and the victim knows this, then
the victim may not misrepresent this to others. From this, of course, it does
not follow that the victims must make public announcements to that effect in
order to inform others. Just so, the victim has a moral obligation to convey
accurately that the wrongdoer has become righteously contrite should the cir-
cumstances require that the victim address this matter. The pain that did flow
or continues to flow from having been a victim of the person’s wrongdoing
does not excusing denying that the victim has become righteously contrite.
Using the pain as excuse to deny the truth that an egregious wrongdoer has
become righteously contrite is one of the ways in which a victim of wrongdo-
ing can be unscrupulous.

However, acknowledging that a victim has become righteously contrite
does not entail forgetting our putting behind the wrong that the now righ-
teously contrite person has done. That is, in testifying to another that a person
has become righteously contrite we can rightly speak of the wrongs that the
person did. Indeed, this is part and parcel of making a point of the fact that a
person has become righteously contrite. Obviously, there are numerous ways
in a victim can speak about the wrongs committed by a righteously contrite
person. As we all know, a given truth can be said with disdain or admiration
for the person about whom the truth is uttered. Tonality, facial expressions
along with other non-verbal behavior, and the order in which we something
typically make a fundamental difference in terms of the uptake that our words
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have with the intended speaker. Saying the right thing in the right way is a
moral excellence—one that can be extremely difficult to achieve. Just so,
this excellence is incumbent upon victims of a righteously contrite person in
speaking about the wrongs committed against them by that individual.’

Now, becoming righteously contrite in the face of a past of wrongdoing is
itself none other than a form of moral excellence. I cannot here offer a theory
of moral excellence. But notice there whereas any mere mortal exhibits enor-
mous courage in attempting to stop someone with a rifle, by wrestling the
person to the ground, who is on a murder rampage, this would not the case for
someone with super powers off of whom bullets bounced like rubber balls.
A very considerate teenager is generally seen on an entirely different moral
plain than an equally considerate adult, because we think that maturity and
experience make an enormous difference in this regard. There are forms of
excellence that are indicative of the good that Is done; and there are forms of
excellence that are indicative of the moral terrain that a person must travel.
No one should commit a wrong in the first place. Yet, when such a thing is
done, there is moral terrain to be traversed in terms of acknowledging that
wrong, displaying contrition, and seeking forgiveness. Significantly, the more
egregious the moral wrong, the harder it seems to be to do these things. This
is because such are wrongs by their very nature rattle the victim’s sense of
moral personhood. Thus, the wrongdoer’s moral credibility becomes a very
stark issue. Winning back that moral credibility is in fact a formidable chal-
lenge to the wrongdoer, requiring determination to bring about a formidable
transformation of the moral self.

Thus, when a wrongdoer has in fact become righteously contrite and apolo-
gizes with great sincerity and contrition to her or his victims, the victims wit-
ness a formidable excellence taking place right before their very eyes. And it
is this reality that gives so much power to the testimony of victims. This is a
point of fundamental importance to appreciate. Indeed, there is an affirmation
that only the victim can offer precisely because no other person can forgive
the wrongdoer but the victim. Should all the world, minus the actual victim,
acknowledge that a victim has entirely transformed her or his life for the
better, it is the acknowledgement and forgiveness from the victim that will
resound like none other in the life of the wrongdoer—and rightly so.

When I wrote “Moral Deference,”® I spoke to the ways which it is not pos-
sible in the absence of similar experiences to understand fully what it is like
to live as someone who has been downwardly constituted by society. That
point applies mutatis mutandis to a person who achieves righteous contrition.
It is not possible to grasp from afar what it is like to be someone who com-
mitted an egregious wrongdoing and then in the fullness of time becomes
righteously contrite. We must learn from those who do; and that is why the
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actual case of George Wallace, which I discuss in the following section, is so
extremely important. Fanciful cases about someone becoming righteously are
rather like junk food: filling but not nourishing.

This completes the basic account of what is owed to wrongdoers who have
become righteously contrite. Does what is owed amount to forgiveness? The
answer, I believe, is that the account constitutes basic moral forgiveness.
Forgiving a righteously contrite person does not require that we renew our
ties with that individual. In fact, numerous changes that typically come with
the passing of time may not permit that, since becoming a-righteously contrite
person is rarely if ever an overnight matter. Becoming married or a parent in
the interim could easily make renewing ties out of the question. Notice, here,
that forgiveness thus understood is very much compatible with the idea of
doing what is right regardless of how one feels. If an egregious wrongdoer
has become righteously contrite, surely the victim should acknowledge this
regardless of how she or he otherwise feels.

Now, I should also note that forgiving a person does not require that we
be free of all of our negative feelings towards a person. In the face of some
forms of harm that would be exceedingly difficult for any self-respecting hu-
man being to do at the outset. Thus, it seems to me to implausible to define
forgiveness as foreswearing resentment; for surely feelings of resentment over
wrongdoing can come and go, wax and wane. No account of forgiveness should
require permanent tranquility on the part of the victim. Feelings of anger and
resentment over having been wronged cannot be expected to subside merely
on account of the fact that one has decided to forgive a person. Moreover, they
cannot be expected to disappear forever. The reason for this is that owing to the
circumstances of life, it would be only natural, at least over certain losses, for
a person to experience anger and resentment upon occasion. For instance, the
loss of a limb owing to wrongdoing is almost certainly not the sort of thing that
an individual simply gets over once and for all. A person can be doing fine and
then understandably have a moment of resentment over the wrongful loss of the
limb. Suppose that the person had been a long-distance runner, and lost a leg
owing to the wrongdoing. Then suppose, further, that the person is shown a pic-
ture of the first race that she won twelve years ago, just before she lost her leg
owing to an attack. It is just plain silly to suppose that if she has truly forgiven
her righteously contrite wrongdoer, then she would not experience any anger or
resentment upon seeing the photo and reflecting, ever so understandably, upon
how the wrongful event changed her life forever. Yet, her moment of anger and
resentment need not get in the way of her acceptance and appreciation of the
fact that the wrongdoer became righteously contrite and apologized to her with
great contrition. Indeed, it is her acceptance and appreciation of this that most
salubrious effect upon her that enables her to move beyond the momentary
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pangs of anger or resentment that she experiences. Surely the righteously con-
trite wrongdoer who caused the victim’s loss of leg could not expect her never
to be troubled by that loss from time to time, however close the victim and the
righteously contrite wrongdoer became. These remarks would hold all the more
so if, instead of a loss of limb, the wrong committed was that the person’s child
had been murdered. No loving parent ever entirely gets over the loss of a child.
No account of forgiveness should require that.

In terms of what it means to forgive someone who is deserving of forgive-
ness, acceptance and appreciation of the fact that the wrongdoer has become
righteously contrite gives us all that we need at the basic moral level. When
this acceptance and appreciation are in place, they provide the psychological
backdrop against which reflection takes place as well as the experiencing of
negative sentiments from time to time. Rather, than characterizing forgive-
ness as the end of all measures of psychological turbulence against a wrong-
doer and, in particular, the sentiment of resentment, it is more faithful to the
reality of human nature to understand forgiveness as being constitutive of
a psychological component that enables us to navigate occasional bouts of
psychological turbulence. The account offered does just that. What one for-
swears, then, is a sentiment of ill-will, and any concomitant behavior, towards
the person owing to the wrong that the individual did. One does not forever
forswear having any feelings of resentment.’

A final comment in regards to the account offered is that a wrongdoer who
has become righteously contrite is also one who has become trustworthy in
terms of not committing the wrongful behavior in question; and that, need-
less to say, is a very significant fact, which having been a victim cannot be
excuse for denying.

It is, I believe, a virtue of the account of forgiveness offered that it allows
us to give rich articulation to Card’s observation that victims of wrongdoing
can be abusive. Victims can be quite abusive with regard to the sincerity of a
righteously contrite wrongdoer. One way for them to do this is to mock any
and all efforts on the part of the wrongdoer to express genuine contrition.
This, in turn, facilitates using their moral pain as an excuse to be vindictive
or to treat the wrongdoer in a inhumane manner. Another way to be abusive is
to treat the sincere admission of wrongdoing, owing to contrition, as a reason
to become indignant on the grounds that the admission somehow counts as
committing the wrong all over again. In the name of their pain, abusive vic-
tims use against the righteously contrite wrongdoer the very sincerity which
the wrongdoer must have insofar as the individual at all genuinely aims to do
what is right in the face of having done what is wrong.

In the section that follows, I will apply the account to a real situation. Do-
ing so will provide an opportunity to address the issue of punishment.
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III. From Argument to Reality: George Wallace

It is a very painful fact about the world that most people who commit atroci-
ties do not become righteously contrite individuals. In his important work,
The Nazi Doctors, Robert Jay Lifton describes the case of Ernest B., a Nazi
doctor who was sufficiently kind to Jews in the concentration camps that they
testified on his behalf at the Nuremberg trials, winning his acquittal.'’ Yet,
Lifton tells us that as a matter of fact Ernst B. never actually rejected Nazi
ideology. Maurice Papon, who was found guilty of deporting French Jews
under the Nazi Occupation of France, died in 2007 at the age of 96 without
ever admitting any wrongdoing, and so without ever showing an ounce of
remorse.'' Owing to ill health he was freed from prison in 2002. Accordingly,
he could have said anything he wanted with impunity. However, there was
ne’er an acknowledgment of wrongdoing on his part.

Fortunately, there are exceptions. In the United States, the life of George
Wallace stands as a striking example of someone displaying genuine contri-
tion over morally despicable behavior.'? At one time in his life, he was the
very epitome of white racism in the Old South. He unabashedly claimed: “In
the name of the greatest people that have ever trod this earth, I draw the line
in the dust and toss the gauntlet before the feet of tyranny, and I say segrega-
tion now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever”. And with that warped
ideal in mind, he stood in a doorway of the University of Alabama in order to
stop integration. What is manifestly beyond dispute, however, is that he did
a moral about-face. Not only did he publicly acknowledge the wrong of his
ways. He took concrete steps to make amends. And he publicly took steps to
show his contrition. One of these was to visit the grave site of Martin Luther
King, Jr. in order to honor him. Whatever we may think of his behavior, there
can no doubt that Wallace was taken by the blacks of Alabama to have had
a genuine change of heart; for they voted for him in large numbers in his bid
for governor of Alabama in 1983. He, in turn, appointed a record number of
blacks to government positions in Alabama.

I hold that blacks had a moral obligation to acknowledge Wallace’s moral
about-face. This holds even for blacks who might have been directly the vic-
tim of Wallace’s racist ways. By contrast, blacks were under no obligation to
elect him to office, as they did, or to befriend him, as many did.

Now, what makes the case of Wallace particularly intriguing vis a vis Na-
zis is this. For the unapologetic racist behavior that characterized Wallace’s
early life, there was no mechanism of punishment in place."” It is not even
clear that there could have been. By contrast, Nazis who were apprehended
after the war were accused of committing crimes against community; and
they were tried and convicted for such. Papon, in fact, was tried and convicted
for such crimes nearly four decades later. In terms of criminality, there is also
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a very obvious difference between the two cases. Wallace did not send blacks
off to their deaths. The point that I wish to make, though, has nothing to do
with comparative differences between the two wrongs. Rather, it is that with
regard to punishment there is no obligation whatsoever to withhold punish-
ment in order to give any wrongdoer a chance to become a righteously con-
trite person. If there is every conceivable reason to suppose that this will hap-
pen, it might be possible to make the case for showing the person mercy; and
under very special circumstances that could be the decent, but not morally
obligatory, thing to do. Suppose, for instance, that wrongdoer Gamma had
been taken captive by a gang of wrongdoers who wanted to employ Gamma’s
skills in perpetuating further atrocities. But contrite Gamma refuses and is
tortured for doing so. The victims who stumble upon Gamma are understand-
ably impressed that Gamma has taken this stand and they show him mercy.
Presumably, something akin to this stance was the case with the Jews who
testified on behalf of Ernst B. at the Nuremberg trials winning his acquittal.

Now, some might hold that punishment is always appropriate no matter
how well-established it is that a wrongdoer has become a righteously contrite
person. This is not clear to me.

What is the point of punishment? Plato had one view, which focused upon
rehabilitation; Kant had quite a different view, which focused upon a form
of public revenge. H. L. A. Hart and Joel Feinberg argue that the reasons for
punishment are multifarious, including to send a social message to would-
be-wrongdoers and to extract some form of moral payment.'* Regrettably,
the idea of rehabilitation seems to have dropped by the wayside as one of the
principal reasons for punishment. Surely one explanation for this has to do
with what we do when we punish people, which is put them in an environ-
ment, namely prison, that is no more conducive to rehabilitation as such than
studying Italian opera is to mastering black gospel music. Although we would
be rightly impressed if someone should master black gospel music in that
way, no one could reasonably have this expectation at the outset. Prison does
not rehabilitate. Notice, though, that whether we should set this consideration
aside or not, it seems implausible to hold that a righteously contrite George
Wallace and a morally hardened Maurice Paton are equally deserving of pun-
ishment. If we keep the consideration of rehabilitation, then with Wallace we
have just the kind of rehabilitation that we should want from any wrongdoer,
namely a rehabilitation that is borne entirely of the individual’s own recogni-
tion of her or his wrongful ways.

Let us set aside the consideration of rehabilitation, as surely we should
given the reality of things in prison nowadays, and focus only upon sending
a social message to would-be-wrongdoers and extracting moral payment.
Again, Wallace fairs much better than Paton. If the righteously contrite Wal-
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lace should not be punished, the message is not that committing egregious
wrongs is fine, just so long as one says one’s sorry. Quite the contrary, the
message would be that if in despite of the fact that one was lucky enough to
escape punishment, one went on to live a righteously contrite life, then at the
very least there is a strong reason to set aside the requirement of punishment
that exist. As for the form of moral payment consideration, there is the brute
fact that punishing a wrongdoer is not at all tantamount to the wrongdoer
performing beneficial acts in order to make amends for the wrongs that she or
he committed. In fact, punishment is compatible with a wrongdoer not lifting
a single a finger in order to make amends. Indeed, this is typically the case
precisely because the very nature of the punishment, namely confinement,
tends to preclude making amends. So, if a wrongdoer has demonstrated by a
history of lived-experiences her or his own sense of profound contrition and a
corresponding sense of a duty to make amends, what more could anyone want
save that the person not have committed the wrong in the first place?

There is, of course, the issue of merely being vindictive. I do not see, how-
ever, that vindictiveness is itself a virtue.

IV. Innocence and Moral Arrogance

An observation roundly affirmed by Claudia Card, Margaret Walker, and
Thomas Nagel (among others) regarding evil behavior is John Bradford’s
assertion: “There but for the Grace of God go 1.” The disturbing force of
these remarks in terms of the egregious wrongs that have been committed by
one group against another is that few, if any, of us have any reason whatso-
ever to believe that we would not commit egregious wrongs against others
if the circumstances of our lives had been parallel to those who committed
the very wrongs that we deem so morally despicable. Thus, the fact that we
are innocent of such wrongdoings is not a credit to our remarkable strength
of moral character; rather, it reflects the simple truth that we had the moral
luck that the circumstances of our lives have turned out to have no parallel
whatsoever to the lives of those who committed such unthinkable atrocities.
The point is even more disheartening than one might first imagine. For there
is no evidence that whenever people know first-hand what it is like to be
the victims of exceedingly wrongful behavior by another group, then there
is a widespread and unshakable resolve on the part of such individuals not
to engage in exceedingly wrongful behavior against others. By contrast, no
one seems to think if a person’s father or parents were a rapist or a murderer,
then things do not bode well for that individual in terms of refraining from
committing these wrongs. Or, suppose that the parents of three children in a
given community are quite anti-Semitic, but absolutely no one else is. The
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thought would not be that these children are apt to be anti-Semitic just like
their parents. Quite the contrary, one imagines it to be plausible enough that
nothing of the sort happens.

Part of what gives the Bradford line of thought so much credibility is that
history shows that moral sensibilities to the most manifestly obvious wrongs
can become deadened. Rape in the time of war is an example to which Card
draws our attention. There is no way to understand rape other than as a harm
to the other. Individuals have accepted their own martyrdom with astonish-
ing equanimity and, in some cases, defiance. They have even embraced it as
proof of the moral excellence of their lives.'”> No one takes this stance towards
rape. No woman; no man. Death brings everything to an end. Rape leaves the
victim with an indelible moral scar. No one could think otherwise. Yet, in
war after war down through the ages, soldiers have committed just this sort
of atrocity. If we who are men think that as soldiers, we would not commit
rape, the painful truth is that the evidence for this cannot possibly be merely
that we take it to be an incontrovertible moral truth that rape is wrong; for
presumably, most soldiers down through the ages have thought precisely that
when they were living as ordinary citizens.

History would suggest that by and large human beings would rather fit
in with the members of their community than do what is morally right; and
this gives considerable credence to the sentiment that Bradford’s statement is
thought to capture. This further underscores why I have focused upon com-
munal atrocities rather than ones. Significantly, with communal atrocities we
typically have what I shall refer to as cooperative silence. On the one hand,
those who commit the wrongdoings count upon one another not to report
the wrongful behavior. On the other, those who are aware of the wrongful
behavior but do not engage in it are counted upon by those who do commit
the wrongful behavior not to criticize the behavior or, in particular, to report
it. Cooperative silence is very much away of fitting in—of doing one’s part
in maintaining a climate that sustains the evil in question. Most whites in the
Old South did not participate in the lynchings that occurred. Just so, most
could be counted upon, by those who did the lynchings, not to reveal any
information about the lynchings that took place.

In terms of moral climate, the topic of rape is particularly illuminating;
for it is not only men who have asserted that “a woman is asking for it by
the way she is dressed,” but women, too, have done so; and one absolutely
chilling consequence of this mindset is that women have blamed themselves
for being raped. A woman’s blaming herself for being raped on account of
how she happened to have been dressed is rather like a black in the Old South
blaming himself for being lynched on account of having found himself in the
middle of an all-white community. The point, though, is that not so very long

09_389_08_Ch07.indd 128 @ 7/2/09 6:46:34 AM



Evil and Forgiveness 129

ago this damnable view about women seemed reasonable to an awful lot of
people, women and men alike who regarded themselves to be decent—nay,
upright--individuals. Such is the power of the moral climate in which we find
ourselves. So, in the absence of a quite compelling evidence to the contrary
anchored in reality, it would seem to be none other than moral arrogance for
any of us to think that were we to have been raised in an evil moral climate
we would not have participated in the evils of that climate if only by means
of what I have called cooperative silence.

Card tells us that victims can be unscrupulous. One way to be unscrupu-
lous is to be unmindful of the moral frailty that is characteristic of all human
beings (ourselves and others) that I have sketched in the preceding few para-
graphs, aptly embodied by Bradford’s assertion “There but for the Grace of
God go I.” Let me explain.

We should never under any circumstances whatsoever diminish the harm
that anyone has suffered owing to the egregious moral wrongs committed
against her or him. And, of course, the following is true:

(1) For any egregious moral wrong, no morally decent person would ever
do such a thing.

The mistake, though, lies in persons embracing the following moral assess-
ment of themselves in the absence any evidential basis at all for holding it:

(2) No matter how evil a moral climate might be, / would be a morally
decent person.

I do not think for a moment that the only evidential basis that we can
present for supposing that (2) holds for us is that we were in an evil moral
climate and we steadfastly refrained from committing the atrocities that were
definitive of that evil moral climate. Not succumbing to an evil moral climate
typically takes considerable courage and moral resolve; and it is certainly
possible to have substantial evidence that one possesses these virtues without
having been a member of an evil moral climate and refraining from commit-
ting any of the moral wrongs that define it. The problem, though, is that the
best evidence that most of us have that (2) holds true for us is nothing more
than our fervent and loud assertions that this is so. And that, needless to say,
is simply not good enough, as Philip Zimbardo’s recent work, The Lucifer Ef-
Sect: Understanding How Good People Turn Evil,'® makes abundantly clear.

From none of this does it follow that we should be disposed to forgive
automatically those who have committed egregious wrongs, given that there
is no reason to think that we would not have done the same thing were we so
situated. No such thing follows. If all the world were to commit this or that set
of egregious wrongs, then righteous contrition on the part of all the world is in
order for having committed those wrong. And that brings me to the question
with which I should like to end this essay. So much of the extraordinary ire
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that we have towards individuals who commit the evils of atrocities would
seem to be anchored in the ignoble lie that it is all but inconceivable that we
ourselves would do such thing. If this self-assessment is none other than an
ignoble lie, then what morally acceptable reason can we have for not being
moved by righteous contrition on the part of persons, when the best evidence
that we have is that the excellence of righteous contrition itself, is such a
rarity that, first of all, we have very little reason to believe that most would
even become righteously contrite were they to have become morally sullied
in a like manner and, secondly, we have very little reason to believe that in
this regard we would be the exception to the very despicable pattern that we
despise?

V. Conclusion: Evil and the Possibility Moral Redemption

As I noted at the outset, Card observes that victims can be unscrupulous. One
way of doing so is to impose upon others a standard of excellence that we
have little reason, if any, to believe that we ourselves would meet. We call
that being arbitrary and capricious. And it would seem that way far too often
our attitude toward the righteously contrite is an instance of just this form of
unscrupulous behavior. And if that is so, then we are using an ignoble lie to
preclude the possibility of moral redemption.

After all, insofar as the possibility of redemption arises at all, it does so
in the context of behavior that is evil, and so behavior that shakes the very
foundations of the humanity of its victims. While it is surely inappropriate
to characterize any wrongful behavior as trivial, it is true nonetheless that
wrongful behavior admits of a continuum and that most of the wrongs, which
are characteristic of the vicissitudes of life, never come close to shaking the
foundations of the humanity of their victims. The person who has been over-
charged for a sandwich has surely been wronged. No less surely, though, the
foundation of that individual’s humanity has not been shaken. It is simply
inappropriate to talk about moral redemption in cases where this has not hap-
pened.

It is only in the context of evil behavior that moral redemption can be coun-
tenanced as a meaningful moral ideal, given that we have egregious wrong-
doers who have become unequivocally become righteously contrite. And if
it is true that in the context of moral atrocities that we must acknowledge,
however reluctantly, that we would have behaved in a like manner should
we have found ourselves in parallel circumstances, what exactly is the moral
good that we do in refusing to forgive the righteously contrite? It seems to me
that we have very good moral reasons, given the facts about human beings,
not to refuse to forgive those wrongdoers who have become righteously con-
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trite. It will be remembered that the account of forgiveness offered does not
require renewing former ties with the former wrongdoer. Rather, it requires
acknowledging that the former wrongdoer has become a righteously contrite
person; and sincerely making that acknowledgement is perfectly compatible
with having good reasons for not renewing ties with ties with the now righ-
teously contrite individual. For example, suppose that the victim went on to
join the priesthood, whereas the wrongdoer-now-contrite person pursued a
successful career in nightclub entertainment. One would not expect these two
individuals to have much to do with one another even though it is the case
that neither has any untoward feelings towards the other.

A truly sublime aspect of Card’s thought the sentiment aptly captured by
the chapter that she entitled “The Moral Power of Victims.” Of course, Card
is not about tolerating or excusing wrongdoing. The idea of forgiveness in the
context of righteous contrition is a way of giving rich articulation to Card’s
sentiment without compromising the moral excellence that she demands. This
is because forgiveness in this context is none other than the moral power to af-
firm a state of moral goodness that someone who has committed an egregious
wrong has wrought in her or his life. So great and significant is this power of
affirmation that not to exercise it in the case of the righteously contrite would
seem to participate in an atrocity paradigm of a different kind."”

NOTES

1. Claudia Card, The Atrocity Paradigm: A Theory of Evil (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2002), 168.

2. Card, Atrocity Paradigm, 174.

3. For an excellent discussion of the difference between evil behavior and behavior
that is morally wrong but hardly evil, see Paul Formosa, “A Conception of Evil,” The
Journal of Value Inquiry 42 (2008): 217-239. Every evil, e.g., slavery or genocide,
is wrong, but not every wrong, e.g., stealing a pack of cigarettes from a store or
cheating on an examination, is properly regarded as evil. We can be quite upset and
disappointed that a person did what is wrong without entertaining even for a moment
that the individual is evil.

4. Uttered by John Bradford, an English reformer and martyr.

5. Card, Atrocity Paradigm, 168.

6. 1 introduced the idea of expressing moral outrage as an important aspect of a
response to wrongdoing in “Forgiving the Unforgivable,” in Eve Garrard and Geof-
frey Scarre (eds.), Moral Philosophy and the Holocaust (Aldershot, England: Ashgate
Press, 2002). In that essay, I spoke generally of forgiveness as a gift. The shift is that
in this essay I focus upon considerations whereby a person is deserving of forgive-
ness, and so forgiveness is something that is owed to a person should the individual
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meet certain condition. See note 7 below for another important respect in which this
essay differs from “Forgiving the Unforgivable.”

7. T am grateful to Preston Allex (student at St. John’s College) for pressing this
point with me.

8. The original version of the essay was published in The Philosophical Forum
19 (1992-93): 233-50. A much revised version appeared in Cynthia Willett (ed.),
Theorizing Multiculturalism (Blackwell Publishers, 1998).

9. This way of putting the point marks an important shift in my account of for-
giveness in “Forgiving the Unforgivable,” where I accepted Jeffrie Murphy’s view
that forgiveness entails forswearing resentment. See his essay, “Forgiveness and
Resentment,” in Jean Hampton and Jeffrie Murphy (eds.), Forgiveness and Mercy
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998). Anthony Cunningham, in The Heart
of What Matters (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), introduces the use-
ful idea of “moral blindness” (pp. 108—113). Quite simply, the argument of this essay

not  is that we must,let the pain of having been wronged allow us to be morally blind to

A the reality that a person has become righteously contrite. We can be so committed
to being angry and enraged that we become an impediment to a person presenting
herself or himself as righteously contrite. This gets to the heart of the fictional case
Adolph Damascus-Paul, which I developed in “Forgiving the Unforgivable.” Would
this former Nazi who, though he did not kill Jews, nonetheless put Jews on trains to
the concentration camps, be seen as righteously contrite after spending decades of
committing his life to helping Jews? Charles Griswold’s recent study, Forgiveness:
A Philosophical Exploration (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), is par-
ticularly relevant here. See ch. 2, sect. 4.

10. The Nazi Doctors: Medical Killing and the Psychology of Genocide (New
York: Basic Books, 1986). See chapter 16, “A Human Being in an SS Uniform:
Ernst B.”

11. Papon was the only high French official ever convicted for crimes against hu-
manity owing to his role in the deportation of Jews, nearly 1300 Jews of whom 130
were children younger than 13. See Le Monde, “Maurice Papon,” 20 February 2007.

12. For a discussion of George Wallace’s life, see Dan T. Carter, The Politics of
Rage: George Wallace, the Origins of the New Conservatism, and the Transformation
of American Politics (New Orleans: Louisiana State University Press, 2000).

13. T am grateful to Justin Bette and Richard Bodnar for impressing upon me the
importance of taking into account the issue of punishment.

14. See, respectively, Punishment and Responsibility (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1968) and Doing and Deserving (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1970). Herbert Morris defended a view of punishment that calls to mind Plato’s views
on the subject. See Herbert Morris, “Persons and Punishment” The Monist 52 (1968):
475-501. My thinking has also been much informed by Geoffrey Scarre’s work After
Evil: Responding to Wrongdoing (Burlington: Ashgate Press, 2004).

15. For a quite illuminating discussion of this mindset on the part of martyrs, see
Jean-Marc Prieur, “Martyrs et fiers de 1’étre”, Historia 64 (2000): pp. 48-51.

16. Zimbardo, The Lucifer Effect (New York: Random House, 2007). Of course,
the classic work in this regard is Hannah Arendt’s work Eichmann in Jerusalem: A
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Report on the Banality of Evil (New York: Penguin, 1977 [1968]). See also Stanley
Milgram, Obedience to Authority (New York: Harper Collins, 1974). Dynamism

17. 1T am grateful for the reflections of many upon the arguments of this essay.
Adam Schechter played a pivotal role in getting me to re-conceptualize the argument.
My students in “American Slavery and the Holocaust” engaged me fully and with
great earnestness. Bette and Bodnar, both mentioned in a note above, raised pivotal
points. Finally, Michael Montgomery and Lane Musgrave played a major role the
argument developed in Section §4. A version of this essay was presented at the 17th
Annual McDowell Conference (2008) at American University and at St. John’s Uni-
versity/College of St. Benedict. I am grateful for the many searching questions that
were raised on both occasions.
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