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National apologies, with or without material compensation attached, as a response to past 

political wrongs, have become a remarkable contemporary development across the globe, 

including the United States. Since the wake of World War II, new questions have entered 

political debate and a new political lexicon has developed. Polities now debate under what 

circumstances it is appropriate to offer an apology, whether to accept an apology, and if so, when 

it is fitting to display a willingness to reconcile with past enemies. President Reagan, for 

instance, in 1985, by laying a wreath in the Bitburg cemetery, where former SS officers were 

buried, was lambasted by many for forgiving too soon, thus displaying an inadequate regard for 

the totality of victims and for American Jews in particular.1 In this new lexicon of national 

apologies, fine shades of distinction have been drawn between apologizing, expressing remorse, 

contrition, or sorrow. President Clinton, for instance, in traveling to Africa in 1998, declined to 

apologize for America’s history of slavery, although he did express regret and contrition.2 The 

new politics of national apologies requires an attuned sensibility and a rich vocabulary.  

http://www.yale.edu/glc/justice/mccarthy.pdf
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 The novelty of national apologies has led some to question whether apologies and the 

related concept of forgiveness belong in the political realm. Some dismiss apologies as empty 

symbolic politics; still others see ordinary interest group politics lurking beneath. This paper 

argues that apologizing and forgiving, albeit extraordinary, may be supremely political acts, 

while recognizing that the political realm does strain a human capacity most at home in the 

personal realm. Unequal power relations endemic to politics may mean that the responsible party 

feels no need to apologize. The political realm’s representative institutions may obscure who 

should apologize to whom, and the political realm may prove to be a difficult environment 

within which to convey the required sincerity for an apology to be accepted. A national apology, 

under the right circumstances and performed in the right manner, can be meaningful and 

transformative, although under different circumstances similar words may appear to be insincere 

and hollow. And while it would be naïve to neglect the material aspects that accompany some 

calls for national apologies, an interpretation that focused solely on costs and benefits would be 

equally incomplete. As political theorist Hanna Pitkin writes, "Because we are simultaneously 

both distinct and connected, politics always simultaneously concerns both the distribution of 

costs and benefits among competitors, and the nature and direction of their shared community."3 

The calls for national apologies, the paper contends, have just as much to do with the nature and 

direction of the polity as they do with who is to bear the greatest burden of past wrongs and how 

past wrongs can be translated, if at all, into tangible terms.   

Deep and bitter disputes have erupted in the United States since the late 1970s over the 

meaning and appropriateness of the national government apologizing for past political acts. The 

federal government’s apology to Japanese Americans interned during World War II initially was 
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opposed by the Reagan administration and only was accomplished after legislators made a 

number of changes to the original bill.  One could also expect that if the bill to “acknowledge a 

long history of official depredations and ill-conceived policies by the United States Government 

regarding Indian tribes and offer an apology to all Native Peoples on behalf of the United 

States,” introduced in May 2004 by five co-sponsors in the U.S. Senate, gains any momentum, 

that it will be greeted by silence by many and ardent resistance by others.  Similarly, calls for a 

national apology for slavery and Jim Crow and John Conyers’ repeated proposals for a 

commission to study its impact, modeled after the Commission on Wartime Relocation and 

Internment of Civilians (CWRIC), have, on the whole, been met with a less-than-enthusiastic 

response. What can national apologies achieve? Can national apologies, and the forgiveness that 

an apology may elicit, provide an alternative to the festering of old wounds which often leads to 

political resentment, political alienation, and, at times, violence? Do they hold promise as a 

realistic alternative to individual citizens remembering past political wrongs and feeling 

alienated from the nation-state, other citizens, and their identity as political beings?  

5

6

This paper examines the “politicalness” of the novel contemporary phenomena of 

national apologies, in particular, within the American political context. First, it situates the 

American debate over national apologies within a theoretical and practical context by describing 

the American modes of thought most apparent in apology and rectification debates in the United 

States and then by contrasting contemporary American political conditions to those of most other 

nations similarly engaged in debates regarding past wrongs. Then, the paper goes on to consider 

the goals a political collectivity could have in responding to past wrongs and the promise of 

national apologies, both with and without material compensation, to realize the goals, as well as 
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the particular challenges entailed in employing apologies (typically thought to concern 

interpersonal relations) on a public and collective (that is, political) scale.   

American Modes of Thought  
Rectification debates within the United States, while most proximately modeled after 

German reparations to Israel, and most immediately provoked and shaped by the American civil 

rights movement, assume their particular form within the broader context of American modes of 

thought. Martha Minow observes that when governments throughout the world have responded 

to past collective violence, the responses “lurch among rhetorics of history (truth), theology 

(forgiveness), justice (punishment, compensation, and deterrence), therapy (healing), art 

(commemoration and disturbance), and education (learning lessons).”7 This range of responses is 

apparent in the American context as well. As Minow concludes, no single rhetoric is adequate, 

and I would add that each contains within itself its own problematic. Using terms drawn from 

Minow’s work, in the American context, the theological, therapeutic, and juridical frameworks 

have predominated in most debates over recompense. These three rhetorics suggest different 

responses based upon varied understandings of what is to be achieved by responding to past 

governmental misdeeds.  

The theological framework locates us in a world where justice ordinarily is associated 

with vengeance, although forgiveness exists as an extraordinary response to a wrong.8 Whereas 

forgiving requires relinquishing vengeance (in fact, Hannah Arendt describes forgiveness as 

vengeance’s very opposite),9 it entails neither forgetting nor unwillingness to judge an act as 

wrong. A deed may be remembered and judged to be wrong, however, the forgiving party makes 

a conscious choice to forego vengeance, thus breaking the cycle of action and reaction. This 
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decision ultimately keeps the wrong from permanently rupturing the relationship between the 

parties.10 The ritual of apology in which one says, "I beg your forgiveness," suggests the relation 

between apology and forgiveness. One party admits its wrongdoing, acknowledges the effects of 

the wrong, and may accept the need to make amends. The party asked to forgive is then 

transformed from a victim of a wrong to an agent, for it is the forgiver who has the power to free 

the perpetrator from the guilt associated with the wrongful deed.11

Forgiveness, and the related concept of apology, is richly suggestive of the 

transformative possibilities for all parties involved. Parties cast by a wrongful deed into the roles 

of perpetrators and victims may be liberated from the wrong by offering and accepting an 

apology. However, the theological roots of forgiveness cast some doubt on whether such a 

concept is applicable to the political realm. Even when transplanted into the political realm, the 

theological rhetoric may still frame political misdeeds as sins and cast individuals in the roles of 

guilty or innocent. To apologize is to admit wrongdoing. Individuals who may not be 

individually guilty, but who, within a political understanding in which citizens may share 

responsibility for past political wrongs, may respond to calls for apologies with protestations of 

innocence. The theological rhetoric, then, may ultimately inspire a politics of self-righteous 

resentment among people implicated—although not actually guilty—of wrongful deeds.  

 The therapeutic framework tends to focus on the victims of wrongs rather than the doers 

of deeds. Within this framework, misdeeds are often characterized as traumas experienced and 

reexperienced by individuals in need of healing. This rhetoric rightly points to the ways in which 

past wrongs may intrude on the present, blurring the lines between past and present and 

ultimately obscuring the possibilities of a future untainted by past wrongs. The therapeutic 
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rhetoric suggests that an appropriate response to a past wrong must focus upon the psychological 

well-being of the victims. This rhetoric suggests that "talk therapy" is called for, either through 

individual counseling or in public hearings, which at times have taken the form of truth 

commissions. Therapeutic-inspired responses may risk, however, depoliticizing political wrongs 

inasmuch as psychological healing could conceivably take place without the relationship 

between the wrongdoer and the wronged being altered, or without any changes whatsoever being 

made in the external world. Psychological healing from a trauma may enable individuals to act in 

new and different ways toward others and their environment, but it does not necessarily lead to 

political changes. And finally, the therapeutic rhetoric’s focus upon the “traumatized” may 

ignore the “traumatizer” or others who coexist in the political world. The focus upon the victim 

may be supplemented by holding public hearings, but one would want to work toward 

meaningful changes in the political world in addition to publicly airing the effects of wrongful 

deeds.  

 As with so many political issues in the United States, issues surrounding present 

responsibilities for past wrongs have chiefly been framed by the juridical rhetoric.12 In part, the 

prevalence of legal rhetoric is due to the leading role lawyers have played in debates over 

rectification.13 And, the courts have been a primary forum where advocates for compensation 

have made their arguments, necessitating the framing of their demands in terms recognizable and 

acceptable to the courts.14 However, the “juridicalization” of the issues has extended beyond the 

courtroom, as American discourse in general, as noted by many observers, has become 

increasingly rights oriented and legalistic.15

 Two juridical models have emerged in rectification discussions, one derived from the 
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criminal justice system and the other from the civil justice system. Similar to the theological and 

the therapeutic frameworks, each model captures some essential components of the issue while 

mischaracterizing others. The first legal model aims for punishment, deterrence, and public 

vindication. In this model, wrongdoers deserve to be punished and victims are owed public 

condemnation of the wrong done to them. Ideally, the punishment will deter future wrongdoing. 

However, in cases where the original wrongdoers and wronged have died, the aims of 

punishment and deterrence may be misdirected as applied to present political actors and citizens. 

And similar to the manner in which the theological framework paints an oversimplified picture 

of sin and innocence, here the world is peopled by the guilty or the innocent. This division 

obscures the possibility that individuals may be “innocent,” yet responsible, as citizens, for 

addressing their polity’s misdeeds.  

 The second legal model focuses on compensating victims for wrongs suffered. Here, a 

number of legal methods suggest ways in which victims may be compensated. Three terms, in 

particular, are used to refer to the process of making amends for a wrong: restitution, reparations, 

and redress. Restitution tends to refer strictly to the restoration of what has been taken from the 

legal owner, such as the return of land or particular material goods.16 Reparations and redress 

typically refer to financial compensation for that which cannot be returned, such as lives lost, 

communities destroyed, or rights violated.17  

 All three of these compensatory methods suggest a “backward looking” approach, in 

which the primary goal is to return the wronged, and possibly the wrongdoers, to the conditions 

that existed prior to the wrong. This “backward looking” approach is most clearly associated 

with restitution—where objects wrongfully taken are returned—but also is suggested by 
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reparations and redress, where money typically compensates for losses incurred. Reparations and 

redress may be most logical in the world of things—where objects have been wrongfully taken 

and where an economic value can be fairly straightforwardly attached to the wrong.18 However, 

where the wrong in question cannot so easily be translated into economic terms—for example, 

the violation of rights, the destruction or diminishment of a community, or the death of loved 

ones—the payment of cash may appear crude, callous, and unsatisfactory. In cases where a great 

deal of time has passed, returning people to the position they would have occupied, had it not 

been for the wrong done, becomes an almost hopeless task inasmuch as it is impossible to know 

what this “prelapsarian” world would look like had it not been for the wrong.19 And, the attempt 

to remedy some may be likely to cause harm to others, including those not even alive at the time 

of the original wrong. In this civil justice model, the relationship between the parties is framed 

by the notion of a debt; the wronged are owed compensation by those who have unjustly 

enriched themselves or have been unjustly advantaged.20 While possibly not as combustible a 

charge as “guilty,” the demand that one pays compensation for deeds not individually undertaken 

has still proven quite capable of provoking a politics of resentment within the United States.  

 What is sorely missing in the debates regarding past wrongs is a political, rather than a 

theological, therapeutic, or juridical framework. Unlike the theological approach, a political 

framework would attend to the consequences of wrongs in this world rather than in the 

afterworld and would call for the judgment of human beings rather than relying on God’s 

judgment. Unlike the therapeutic approach, a political framework would necessitate a public 

discussion rather than the intimacy of a therapeutic setting and would supplement discussion by 

focusing on material changes to the political world. Finally, unlike the legal approach, a political 
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framework would consider the present and future consequences of a response rather than being 

primarily concerned with compensating for past wrongs.  As I argue elsewhere, though, not just 

any political framework will do, as the three primary political perspectives evident in most 

scholarly discussions of the issues surrounding present responsibilities for past wrongs either 

attend insufficiently to history, overemphasize the dangers resulting from airing political 

misdeeds, or have retreated from imagining a nation-state that aims to do right.21  The political 

framework suggested presumes that action concerning public issues necessarily occurs in a 

context shaped by history, and charged with difference, inequalities, and conflict. At its best, 

though, within the political realm, by using our human capabilities of speech and judgment, we 

create a collective capable of responding to the concerns of the diverse individuals who comprise 

the polity. The political framework is best for addressing past wrongs in that by recognizing the 

historical wrongs that may burden, albeit unequally, present citizens, and by encouraging 

citizens to respond to the wrongs that may stand between them, it may orient the polity toward 

the future with recovered hope in the possibilities of what common political action can realize.  

Apologies within the American Polity  
In order to evaluate the potential efficacy of a national apology, it is essential to place it 

within its political context. In numerous cases where claims based on past governmental wrongs 

have arisen, they have done so in nations in the midst of transforming from repressive regimes 

toward more democratic ones (e.g., South Africa, former despotisms in South America, and 

Communist dictatorships in Eastern and Central Europe). As the burgeoning literature on 

“transitional justice,” makes clear, where nations are in the midst of such transformations, they 

may be bedeviled by a number of factors that are not present in the United States.22 First, in 
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many of these nations, the wrongs are much more recent, and thus raise the question of how best 

can victims, some of whom have been traumatized by abuses, live alongside past perpetrators. 

Second, the new governmental regimes must grapple with how best to respond to those who 

have committed wrongs, some of whom remain prominent members of society. And third, the 

new regimes tend to be understandably concerned with establishing and maintaining stability and 

worry that if they push too hard to respond to the claims of victims of governmental abuse, then 

individuals and groups loyal to the prior regime will attempt to destabilize the new government.   

The United States, on the other hand, for the most part, faces none of these challenges. 

For instance, neither the majority of American Indian land claims nor the claims arising over the 

internment of Japanese Americans do the deeds under debate date from the very recent past. This 

is not to say that the misdeeds are “ancient history,” nor that consequences of the historic deeds 

do not reach into the present, but it is significant that, for instance, all of those directly 

responsible for the violation of 18th and 19th century treaties with American Indians (treaties that 

are at the heart of many present land claims), and almost of all those responsible for the 

internment of Japanese Americas, have died. While many American Indians and Japanese 

American ex-internees clearly felt aggrieved, and have demanded apologies and some form of 

compensation, the personal animus against perpetrators, or fear of them, has not been a primary 

feature of the American debate over past wrongs and present responsibilities.  

The United States also has been spared contending with the complex set of questions 

surrounding how to deal with past governmental perpetrators, for, as noted above, on the whole 

enough time has passed since the wrongs were committed that those directly responsible have 

died. Recent debates within the United States regarding past governmental wrongs have not had 
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to take up whether to prosecute wrongdoers or grant them amnesty, or whether to ban past 

governmental officials from holding political positions or allow them to participate in politics 

freed of any taint of past wrongdoing. It is noteworthy in this respect that two of the most 

outspoken opponents of reparations for Japanese Americans, John J. McCloy and Karl R. 

Bendetsen, were among the few surviving individuals who had participated in conceiving and 

implementing the U.S. government’s policy toward Japanese Americans. Where wrongdoers are 

still alive, and fear criminal or civil sanctions, or a loss of power, respect, or reputation, they are 

likely to object to the government admitting wrongdoing based on their actions.  

Although the absence, for the most part, of living perpetrators has allowed the political 

and legal debates regarding past wrongs to proceed without the complications related to criminal 

or civil sanctions, that absence has also meant that some, if not all, of the functions typically 

performed by punishing individual wrongdoers may have to be addressed in other ways. The 

punishment of perpetrators may accomplish a number of significant political functions: It may 

distinguish the new regime from the old, restore to victims a sense of dignity, individualize guilt 

and thus may preempt cycles of group recrimination, and deter future wrongdoing.23 But without 

punishment, what can perform these needed political goals? This paper explores whether, and to 

what extent, national apologies and the forgiveness they may elicit may realize some of these 

political objectives.  

Finally, in terms of concerns regarding regime stability, the United States by all accounts 

may be considered a stable regime; its governmental leaders do not have to take into account the 

possibly destabilizing effects of acknowledging past wrongs. Enabling victims, or heirs of 

victims, to express their grievances, and documenting and responding to past misdeeds, is highly 
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unlikely to provoke a regime crisis, as certainly could have occurred in Argentina, South Africa, 

or Bulgaria, for instance.  

There remain, however, significant obstacles to the U.S. government acknowledging and 

responding to past wrongs. In fact, as a number of American Indian land claims have revealed, if 

the amount of time that has transpired between the original wrong and contemporary calls for a 

response is perceived to be too great, then legal doctrines (in particular, statutes of limitations) 

may stand in the way of claimants receiving compensation and an apology, even if an implicit 

one. Political realities as well may pose an obstacle if too great an amount of time has passed 

between the original wrong and appeals for a response from the government. If much time has 

passed, then immediate victims, who may speak movingly and persuasively of the need for the 

government to act, may have died. Japanese Americans who had been incarcerated were 

particularly persuasive in their ability to speak firsthand of the indignities they endured under the 

United States’ policies; without the presence of individuals who are unquestionably recognized 

as direct victims of a wrong, the need for an apology and possible compensation appears more 

ambiguous.  

 And whereas the U.S. government will not be dangerously destabilized by 

acknowledging past political wrongs, such acknowledgments do entail costs and may foster 

resentment by some. A conservative estimate of the financial cost of acknowledging historic 

wrongs, particularly the expropriation of American Indian lands and enslavement of African 

Americans, would certainly run into the billions of dollars. And, while resentment would not be 

driven by fear of criminal sanctions, as is the case in many transitional regimes, in the United 
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States, when individual citizens are asked to take on responsibility for deeds over which they had 

no control, many will resent such an imposition.  

One final characteristic to consider that distinguishes the United States from most other 

nation-states engaged in debates over national apologies is what may be considered the repressed 

or hidden nature of the political fractures that may be in need of reconciliation. In South Africa 

after the apartheid regime fell, or Argentina after the military regime fell, or (Eastern) Germany, 

Hungary, Albania, or Lithuania after 1989, few people doubted the need for political 

reconciliation. The recentness of the crimes and atrocities committed, the scars written on 

people’s bodies, and the family members killed and missing were vivid reminders of the 

presence of past political wrongs that continued to fracture the political body. In the United 

States, however, as in Australia and Canada, the need for political reconciliation is itself an 

unsettled question. Those pressing claims for a response to past wrongs must first make the 

argument that there are political wounds that need healing, or wrongs that stand in the way of “a 

more perfect union,” before a serious discussion can take place regarding how to respond.    

It appears, then, that each political context presents its own set of difficulties in 

constructing a just and feasible response to past governmental wrongs. If political wrongs are 

very recent and new governments fragile, then, though the need for reconciliation is apparent, 

the trauma of victims, defensiveness of those associated with the prior regime and possible 

reluctance of the new regime to “rock the boat” all may conspire against an open airing of 

grievances and thorough acknowledgment of past political wrongs. On the other hand, even 

when the political wrongs date back prior to the present generation and the government is stable, 

obstacles still remain to achieving national apologies and real political costs may be entailed. 
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Why should the U.S. government acknowledge historic wrongs and invite such costs? What are 

the potential benefits of doing so, compared with the financial costs shared by all, were there to 

be material compensation in conjunction with an apology (assuming that the costs of any 

compensation scheme would be paid through general taxation), and electoral costs for the 

politicians who support apologies and possible compensation in the face of a potential political 

backlash?  

The literature on “transitional justice” exhibits that although new regimes face significant 

obstacles in responding to past crimes and atrocities, many have been willing to expend political 

and financial resources to do so.  New regimes seek to distinguish themselves from the 

practices and culture of prior regimes and may bring to light past transgressions to further 

delegitimate the prior regime and to instill in citizens the belief that life under the new 

government will be different. Some new regimes have spoken of the simple need for truth, and 

publicly and authoritatively acknowledge past wrongs as a step toward creating a political world 

in which factual truths are not hidden. And simple justice seems to require a response to those 

who have been wronged as well as those who have committed wrongs. Here, as noted above, 

criminal trials with the possibility of punishment may enable the new government to perform a 

number of those functions: to make clear the differences between the new regime and the old, 

restore to victims a sense of dignity, individualize guilt and thus preempt cycles of group 

recrimination, and deter future wrongdoing. Truth commissions, in addition to, or in some 

nations, instead of, criminal trials also have played a novel role throughout the world since the 

1980s. More than twenty nations have established truth commissions over the past twenty years, 

hoping, as the names of many of the commissions announce, both to establish the truth about 

24
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past political deeds and to foster reconciliation within the nation.  Whether both of these goals 

may be achieved through establishing truth commissions remains an open question. Among other 

doubts, some scholars have argued that within deeply divided political environments, “shared 

truths” may not exist; others have expressed skepticism regarding truth’s power to heal 

victimized individuals.    

25

26

In the United States, as the government has lurched toward responses to the appropriation 

of American Indian lands and the internment of Japanese Americans, the government’s 

responses have, in some ways, more closely resembled truth commissions than criminal trials. 

The government has not attempted to individualize guilt. Rather, the government has responded 

to past political wrongs (to the extent that they have) in reaction to demands by aggrieved 

parties, or their representatives, to resolve grievances, provide partial compensation, and express 

new understandings of the political body’s history and of itself. Much of the effort in the United 

States has been devoted to what legal scholar Marc Galanter calls “historical vindication”: 

formal acknowledgment of the wrong and apology for it.27 In passing the Civil Liberties Act of 

1988, Congress stated its first intent was to “acknowledge the fundamental injustice of the 

evacuation, relocation, and internment.” Its second was to “apologize on behalf of the people of 

the United States.”28 And much of the legal record in a number of American Indian land claim 

cases is devoted to presenting a revised interpretation of the critical role played by various 

American Indian tribes in the Revolutionary War and, in return, of the American government’s 

inglorious history of broken treaties and ineffectual protection of American Indian lands in 

response to the lands’ unlawful acquisition by states and private parties.29   

In the United States, the national government’s public and formally expressed revised 
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understanding of its history—one which acknowledges specific historic wrongs and 

“redistributes blame and honor”30— may both reflect its transformed collective identity as well 

as transform individual citizens’ political identity. That is, by owning up to the federal 

government’s failures of both commission and omission in regards to American Indians, or its 

unjust and what we now consider to be unconstitutional acts related to the evacuation, relocation, 

and internment of Japanese Americans, the government is able to declare that it now judges these 

historic acts to be wrong and that it has become the type of government that attempts to extend 

justice to those whom it victimized in the past. By doing so, the U.S. government aims for truth 

and reconciliation: establishing a public record documenting the historic wrongs and 

encouraging victims, specifically, or those who identify with them, to perceive the government 

and their role in the political collectivity differently.31 The acknowledgment of past wrongs and 

the offering of national apologies aims to make the relationship between individuals and the 

national government more meaningful and the relationship within individuals amongst their 

various identities (in particular, among their racial, ethnic, and political identities) less 

problematic. If the government is able to do so, then the act of apologizing, and the possibility of 

eliciting forgiveness, is central to the accomplishment of these aims.  

Apologizing and Forgiving: Personal and Political?  
Typically, apologies and forgiving are most at home in relations between individuals. 

Can a faculty so seemingly anchored in the realm of interpersonal relations be relevant to the 

political realm? Must one be an innocent to suppose that apologies and forgiveness could have 

any efficacy in the political realm? To determine whether and under what conditions apologies 

and forgiveness may be meaningful in the political realm, we must first analyze the dynamics of 
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apologies and forgiveness and examine the power, as well as the limitations, of forgiveness. In 

order to consider whether they can they work on a collective scale, it may be helpful to first 

examine how apologies and forgiveness perform between individuals.  

In the personal realm, when and under what conditions are apologies and forgiveness 

practiced? Apologies and forgiveness become issues when a relationship, typically between two 

people, is ruptured due to a wrong.32 Apologies and forgiveness assume importance when one 

party commits an act against another that recasts the individuals’ identities—one as the 

wrongdoer and the other as the wronged party. The wrong intrudes into the relationship and 

defines the relationship in terms of the wrong. If the relationship is to continue or is to be 

renewed, is ever to be experienced apart from the wrong, then the wrong calls for a response. 

All wrongs, of course, do not always call forth apologies. The wrongdoer may offer 

excuses or try to justify the act in question.33 And all apologies do not always call forth 

forgiveness. The wronged party may not forgive, judging the wrong too enormous to do so or the 

apology insincere or inadequate. Or the wronged may simply forget, rather than forgive.34 For 

forgiveness to occur, there must be an initial agreement between the parties that there is 

something to be forgiven. Without a preliminary agreement that a wrong was performed, an 

apology will not be forthcoming, and forgiveness cannot occur.35 

Forgiving, actually, may be the least likely outcome when a wrong has been done and has 

intruded into a relationship. Aristotle, in Book Four of The Ethics, in his discussion of the right 

disposition toward anger, notes that "revenge is more natural to man than forgiveness."36 Hannah 

Arendt, in her discussion of forgiveness, highlights as well its extraordinariness, noting that in 

the New Testament Jesus likens the power to forgive to the more general power of performing 
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miracles.37  

A number of more likely responses to a wrong come immediately to mind. The wronged 

party does not completely let go of the wrong, the offense having so damaged the wronged 

person that the relationship is permanently spoiled because the resentment will not subside. 

Aristotle, in defining the right disposition toward anger, distinguishes between grades of 

irascibility. Bitter people, he writes, "are hard to reconcile, and keep up their anger for a long 

time, because they suppress their animosity. Relief comes only with retaliation; for revenge 

provides release from anger by substituting pleasure for pain."38 Here, the relationship may never 

be righted; only by inflicting vengeance will the wronged party be pacified and let go of the 

hurt.39 If a first step along the road to forgiveness is an agreement between the parties that a 

wrong has been done, then a next step is for the wronged party to abandon thoughts of 

vengeance. Forgiveness does not necessarily require an abandonment of the desire for 

punishment, but it does require that the relationship be free from vengeance.40 Not all thinkers 

entertain the possibility of purging oneself of the desire for vengeance. Most notably, for 

Nietzsche, forgiveness is only weakness disguised as strength. In the "dark workshop where 

ideals are made . . . the inability for revenge (of the weak man) is called unwillingness to 

revenge, perhaps even forgiveness."41  

Why would some relationships be permanently damaged by a wrong? As Nietzsche 

suggests, we should consider the psychological state of the wronged person. In doing so, two 

explanations may account for permanent damage. The first is that the wronged person may be 

unable to regain the confidence needed to renew the relationship; the wronged person may be 

unable to see himself or herself as anything but a victim within the confines of the relationship.42 
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On the other hand, rather than feeling permanently inferior in relationship to the wrongdoer, the 

wronged party may feel superior, thinking that he or she could never have done such a thing to 

another. Besides feeling neither inferior nor superior to the other party, another prerequisite for 

forgiving seems to be recognition of and acknowledgment of shared humanity, or the possibility 

of doing wrong to another.  

Forgiving may be dangerous. To borrow Aristotle's language, rather than getting angry 

"at the wrong things, and too much, and for too long a time,"43 one may also forgive too easily or 

too lightly. Aristotle warns that it is possible to forgive "with the wrong people, for the wrong 

reasons, more than is right, too quickly, and for too long a time."44 One who forgives too easily 

may be demonstrating that he or she cares not enough for themselves; part of forgiving is 

opening up oneself again to the possibility of hurt, and one who does this "with the wrong 

people, for the wrong reasons, more than is right, too quickly, and for too long a time" may be 

displaying a lack of self-regard, or a lack of judgment. Forgiving requires judgment that the 

other party has adequately apologized by fully recognizing the wrong and is taking the necessary 

steps to rectifying it.   

Forgiving, then, is not without its risks. The peril described above of forgiveness slipping 

into condonation serves to remind us that all acts do not necessarily deserve forgiveness. Hannah 

Arendt contended in The Human Condition that forgiveness "does not apply to the extremity of 

crime and willed evil."45 Her argument is based upon her interpretation of the New Testament, 

especially the Book of Luke, where it is written "And if he trespass against thee seven times a 

day, and seven times in a day turn again to thee, saying, I repent; thou shalt forgive him."46 

Arendt emphasizes the ordinariness of trespassing; it is "in the very nature of action's constant 
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establishment of new relationships within a web of relations, and it needs forgiving, dismissing, 

in order to make it possible for life to go on by constantly releasing men from what they have 

done unknowingly."47   

But extraordinary acts of crime and willed evil surpass the limits of the power to forgive. 

Certain offenses can neither be forgiven nor should they be. Arendt calls these acts, following 

Kant, "radical evil . . . about whose nature so little is known."48 Arendt later traveled to 

Jerusalem to confront Adolf Eichmann and to explore the nature of evil. There she discovered 

that monstrous deeds are not necessarily the work of monsters. "Eichmann was not Iago and not 

Macbeth, and nothing would have been farther from his mind than to determine with Richard III 

‘to prove a villain.'"49 That Eichmann did not prove to be a monster did not mean, though, that he 

deserved forgiveness. Examining why she could not forgive him forced Arendt to reconsider her 

understanding of forgiveness. In The Human Condition, Arendt had written that "what was done 

is forgiven for the sake of who did it."50 Arendt's encounter with Eichmann compelled her to 

think through the potential chasm between acts and actors. Arendt admitted to her friend the poet 

W. H. Auden that she was wrong when she wrote that "we forgive what was done for the sake of 

who did it. . . . I can forgive somebody without forgiving anything."51 Eichmann's deeds (what 

was done) could never be forgiven, although Arendt conceivably could have forgiven Eichmann 

(somebody). She later explained that whereas it may be possible to forgive somebody without 

forgiving their deeds, it was neither possible to forgive nor to show mercy to Eichmann:  

Mercy was out of the question, not on juridical grounds—pardon is anyhow not a 
prerogative of the juridical system—but because mercy is applicable to the person 
rather than to the deed; the act of mercy does not forgive murder but pardons the 
murderer insofar as he, as a person, may be more than anything he ever did. This 
was not true of Eichmann. And to spare his life without pardoning him was 
impossible on juridical grounds.52 
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Although Arendt believed in new beginnings, in people's potential to change their minds and 

start again, not all people are greater than their offenses. Some misdeeds so accurately capture 

who someone is that the disassociation between deeds and doer becomes impossible, thus 

rendering forgiveness impossible.  

Forgiving, then, is not always an appropriate response to a wrong. No simple rules, 

though, seem capable of specifying when it is appropriate. The danger of forgiving sliding into 

condonation demonstrates that forgiving not only occurs within a relationship between a 

wronged party and a perpetrator, but also concerns the relationship between the perpetrator and 

the offense, and the understanding of the deed in light of the ethical rules or laws that the 

forgiver takes seriously. To forgive more than is right or too quickly (and here one can think of 

the controversy sparked by revelations concerning Arendt’s seemingly too easy forgiving of 

Heidegger for his Nazism)53 may display a lack of self-respect on the part of the forgiver, a lack 

of respect for others as moral agents, and a lack of respect for ethical or legal rules. Forgiveness, 

like punishment, is expressive and speaks not only to the forgiven but also speaks to other 

witnesses about the forgiver's regard for ethical action.  

Forgiving, though, even if rare, is possibly the most liberating of potential responses to a 

wrong; it aims to liberate both parties from the effects of the wrongful deed and reestablish a 

relationship freed from them. That is not to say that an apology can actually undo what was 

done, nor that it, accepted by the forgiving party, can or should allow the deed to be forgotten.54 

The wrong is not erased nor are all its effects erased. However, the relationship may be renewed 

without the wrong at its center. Let us examine how this last step of the process of forgiving 

works.   
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Forgiving provides the possibility of "righting the scales," although in a peculiar manner. 

In civil law, righting the scales usually entails taking from one who has more due to their 

wrongful act and giving to the wronged person. In the case of forgiveness, though, it is the 

wronged person who is in the position of righting the scales.55 By the commission of a wrong, 

the wronged party is cast in the role of a victim; the perpetrator, on the other hand, somehow 

gains by the wrong.56 It is essential to the process of forgiving, though, that the wronged person 

holds the power to forgive or not to forgive once an apology has been offered. Forgiving thus 

transforms the person wronged from a victim to an agent. On the other hand, the perpetrator of 

the wrongful deed who formerly had asserted power over the wronged person now is in the less-

powerful position. Having been cast by his or her deed into the role of the morally tainted, the 

victimizer is now dependent upon the wronged person to free him or her from the wrongful deed. 

The Hebrew words used in the Old Testament to refer to forgiveness provide helpful clues in this 

regard. The three words typically used to refer to forgiveness are kipper, meaning "to cover," 

nasa, meaning "to lift up, or carry away," and salach, meaning "to let go."57 All three words 

point to the forgiver's power to remove the sin from the wrongdoer so that each party can resume 

the relationship. The ritual of apology also points to the role reversal involved in forgiving: It is 

the former perpetrator who frequently “begs for forgiveness.”58  

Of course, if the wrongdoer has no desire to renew the ruptured relationship, or if the 

wrongdoer has acted from a secure position of power and is immune to the cares or power of the 

wronged person, then apologies will not issue and forgiving is incapable of righting the scales. 

Equality cannot be reestablished where it had not already been established or where there is not a 

desire for it to be.59 It is essential to forgiveness that the victim holds the power to forgive. 
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Without that act and without this power, the wronged party remains always a victim within the 

confines of the relationship. Just as importantly, the wronged party must completely let go of the 

resentment and not assume a position of superiority. What we can learn from examining the 

process of apologies and forgiving in the personal realm is that it is a means of reestablishing a 

relationship not between victim and perpetrator but between two equal parties. Forgiving falls 

somewhere between vengeance and condonation. And, the process of apologizing and forgiving 

entails a number of stages: the recognition by both parties that a deed was wrong; a call for an 

apology; a judgment made as to what response (including possible restitution, compensation, or 

punishment) will constitute an adequate apology; recognition of shared humanity between the 

parties; and finally, willingness on both parties to renew the relationship.60 Apologizing and 

forgiving, then, are present responses to a past wrong for the sake of a future; if the relationship 

is to have a future untainted by a wrong then the resentment and anger related to the wrong, and 

even possible masochistic attachment to victimhood, must be let go.61   

As extraordinary as forgiveness and the apologies that may elicit that forgiveness may be, 

it may still be the case that their power is restricted to relations between individuals, and thus 

have limited usefulness in the political realm. Do apologies and forgiveness belong in the 

political realm? Can we conceive of an understanding of politics capacious enough to encompass 

the potential power of national apologies and forgiveness?  

Apologies and forgiveness have received scant attention from most political theorists. 

However, forgiveness fascinated Hannah Arendt, one of the most “political” of political thinkers, 

and in fact it is woven into her concept of political action.62 In a 1953 essay, Arendt described 

forgiveness as "one of the greatest human capacities and perhaps the boldest of human 
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actions."63 Arendt returned again and again to the concept, writing of it in The Human Condition 

and Eichmann in Jerusalem, as well as in a number of essays in Men in Dark Times. By briefly 

examining the essential role that forgiveness played in Arendt’s conception of political action, 

we may more fully imagine the promise of national apologies in American politics.  

Arendt most fully articulated her concept of forgiveness in the concluding sections to 

Part V of The Human Condition.   The fifth part of the book, entitled Action, is in many ways 

Arendt's most programmatic statement on politics. Two epigraphs begin that section: one a 

quotation from Dante, the second a quotation from Isak Dinesen:64 "All sorrows can be borne if 

you put them into a story or tell a story about them."65 Arendt, concerned to distinguish the 

public realm from both the private and the social, and contending that the public realm houses 

the political, argues that forgiveness and promising are the only moral principles intrinsic to 

political action. She notes that promising has long been recognized as a concept central to 

Western political thought. On the other hand, forgiveness "has always been deemed unrealistic 

and inadmissible in the public realm."66 Arendt attempts to reclaim forgiveness from the moral 

and religious realm and locate it in the realm of politics. Much of Arendt's larger theoretical 

project is devoted to explaining why individuals must engage in the public world—must act, in 

order to be fully human.67 Though sensitive to the ways we are shaped by our history, Arendt 

maintained that we are not determined by it, and that we are capable of free action. To recognize 

the past as a force, to envision one's life as a story entangled with the stories of others and 

connected to the much larger stories of the place and the time in which we are born, may tempt 

us to imagine ourselves mere pawns in a game much larger than we are, mere playthings of the 

God of History.  
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Arendt's concern to call people to act, to portray the very necessity of action for 

individuals to live a fully human life, is evident in her careful distinction between her 

understanding of action and the attitude that portrays humans as the helpless products of 

historical factors. Yet, in Arendt's portrayal, human action is beset with complexities due to three 

inherent characteristics: "its futility, boundlessness, and uncertainty of outcome."68 The futility 

of action is explained by the fact that it takes place in a public realm, where, falling into "an 

already existing web of human relationships, with its innumerable, conflicting wills and 

intentions . . . [it] almost never achieves its purpose."69 And although it may almost never 

achieve its purpose, action is not without consequences. The consequences "are boundless, 

because action . . . acts into a medium where every reaction becomes a chain reaction and where 

every process is the cause of new processes. . . . [O]ne deed, and sometimes one word, suffices 

to change every constellation."70 The consequences of acts are both boundless and unpredictable. 

And finally, action is also burdened by irreversibility. One is "unable to undo what one has done 

though one did not, and could not, have known what he was doing."71 Arendt's unblinking 

portrayal of the public realm in which political action takes place leads her to recognize two 

different temptations that may undermine political action: turning away from political action and 

retreating into the private realm, or conceiving action as domination and freedom as sovereignty. 

Arendt's theory of political action is an attempt to hold on to two different insights: 

Action is at once frustrating and miraculous, and the public realm is one of moral haphazardness, 

yet still individuals must use judgment and act thoughtfully within it. Action in Arendt's hands 

appears as a frail miracle. She knows very well that courage is needed to act in public. It is 

daunting to insert oneself into the public realm partly because it is impossible to fully know 
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ourselves, and because political action necessarily entails acting with others: 

 Men have known that he who acts never quite knows what he is doing, that he 
always becomes "guilty" of consequences he never intended or even foresaw, that 
no matter how disastrous and unexpected the consequences of his deed he can 
never undo it, that the process he starts is never consummated unequivocally in 
one single deed or event, and that its very meaning never discloses itself to the 
actor but only to the backward glance of the historian who himself does not act.72 
 

For Arendt, we know neither ourselves nor our motives fully; we too may be surprised by our 

actions. Rather than resolving our intentions beforehand, and entering the public realm to act in a 

preconceived manner (as in what Arendt calls fabrication), we disclose ourselves in public, and 

even then, not to ourselves. We depend upon others not only to complete our actions, but to give 

them meanings and so disclose them. In light of the hazards of acting in public, of our 

dependence on others, and our inability to know ourselves or our intentions fully before we act, 

the safety of the private realm appears more inviting.  

Forgiveness redeems action from many of these predicaments. Without it, Arendt writes, 

"our capacity to act would, as it were, be confined to one single deed from which we could never 

recover; we would remain the victims of its consequences forever."73 Forgiveness allows us to 

act anew. Its possibility means that one wrong step in public need not haunt us forever. If acts 

are unpredictable, consequences boundless and limitless, and others have the last word on one's 

actions, yet at the same time one will have to live with those actions (for Arendt this meant to 

think with the person who performed them), then Arendt seems to fear that many people will be 

drawn to choose private comfort over public risk, retreating from the public realm and its 

responsibilities. In Arendt’s understanding, the retreat to the private realm may not be prompted 

by selfishness so much as by individuals’ sense of personal responsibility in a realm of moral 

ambiguity.74  
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If the first danger to action is to retreat to the private realm, then a second danger is the 

temptation to think of action as domination. Complete control of one's actions is impossible, due 

primarily to the plurality of agents, meaning that the political realm is one of haphazardness and 

moral irresponsibility.75 Forgiveness allows people, though, to insert themselves into the public 

realm and, if granted, may release them (at least partly) from the consequences of what they do.76 

Part of the allure of conceiving of action as domination is the seeming clarity of questions of 

responsibility. The asserted control of a single agent draws a linear relation between actor and 

act. But in the in-between realm that Arendt portrays, the realm of freedom but not sovereignty, 

the realm of action but not single domination, responsibility is ambiguous.  

Arendt's discussion of action was written in the wake of her account of totalitarianism. In 

a 1953 essay, "Understanding and Politics," Arendt wrote that: “The originality of totalitarianism 

is horrible, not because some new ‘idea’ came into the world, but because its very actions 

constitute a break with all our traditions; they have clearly exploded our categories of political 

thought and our standards for moral judgment.”77 Arendt sought to address this vacuum; if the 

world had been changed irrevocably by totalitarianism, then we needed new ways to think about 

politics and morals.78 How should we think about political action and responsibility in this new 

world where action can neither be conceived as fabrication nor domination?79  

Arendt divorces action from its consequences, as well as from motives, purposes, and 

antecedent conditions.80 It is the simultaneous presence of freedom and non-sovereignty that 

distinguishes Arendt's thinking about responsibility from most conventional accounts. Non-

sovereignty implies that individual actors are unable to foretell or determine the consequences of 

an act. From the perspective of the potential actor, holding one responsible for the unpredictable 
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and boundless consequences of a deed may inhibit action. Arendt wrote approvingly that "Kant 

had the courage to acquit man from the consequences of his deed, insisting solely on the purity 

of his motives, and this saved him from losing faith in man and his potential greatness."81 And 

from the perspective of the historian or the judge, to use consequences to judge actions would 

give up that human role to History. The last line of one of Arendt's last completed works, 

Thinking, is a favorite quotation of hers from Cato: "Victrix causa deis placuit, sed victa Catoni" 

(which Arendt translated as "The victorious cause pleased the gods, but the defeated one pleases 

Cato.")82  

Although Arendt wrote that she stood with Kant in having the courage to acquit man 

from the consequences of his deed, she had been disabused of the notion that one should insist 

on the purity of the actor's motives. To insist on pure motives would ring untrue to Arendt's 

portrayal of action, for in her understanding, rather than one knowing one’s self and one's 

motives and then acting, it is one's actions that may lead to a greater sense of self-knowledge. 

Nor would pure motives, even if known, necessarily vindicate one in the realm of action. In the 

epilogue to Eichmann in Jerusalem, Arendt explains why Eichmann must hang and why even his 

alleged pure motives are not sufficient to warrant mercy:  

We are concerned here only with what you did, and not with the possible 
noncriminal nature of your inner life and of your motives. . . . Let us assume, for 
the sake of argument, that it was nothing more than misinformation that made you 
a willing instrument in the organization of mass murder; there still remains the 
fact that you have carried out, and therefore actively supported, a policy of mass 
murder. For politics is not like the nursery; in politics obedience and support are 
the same.83

 
Unwilling to reduce the meaning of a political act to either the motives of the actor or to the 

consequences of the deed, Arendt writes that "action can be judged only by the criterion of 
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greatness," or "the specific meaning of each deed."84 Arendt’s concept of forgiveness saves her 

conceptualization of political action from one completely divorced from responsibility. It is 

central, then, not only to the very possibility of political action for Arendt, but also to the 

judgment of political action by political terms, rather than distinctly moral, legal, or religious 

ones. Forgiveness presents a picture of humans as fallible (ever needful of forgiveness), yet open 

to change. It was Arendt's peculiar genius to perceive the need for new political thinking, and to 

retreat to the Greeks, the Romans, the Jews, and the early Christians to find it. In need of a new 

way to think about the relationship between political action and responsibility in a morally 

ambiguous public realm, Arendt looked to Jesus as an example of the power of forgiving.    

One of the most surprising aspects of Arendt's fascination with the political possibilities 

of forgiveness is that it seems to contravene her concern for maintaining sharp distinctions 

between the public and the private realm. She contends that Jesus of Nazareth was the discoverer 

of the role of forgiveness, and although he made this discovery in a religious context, she argues 

that forgiving should be considered a political, rather than a moral or religious, experience.85 She 

points out a number of characteristics that forgiving shares with political action. Forgiving 

depends on human plurality; no one can forgive himself.86 It also parallels her conception of 

political action in that it "is the only reaction which does not merely re-act but acts anew and 

unexpectedly, unconditioned by the act which provoked it and therefore freeing from its 

consequences both the one who forgives and the one who is forgiven."87 In its “miraculous” and 

unexpected quality, it exemplifies the spontaneity of political action. Apologies and forgiving 

also share with political action a reliance upon speech: As one scholar has written, until 

apologies are “articulated in the presence of the offended other, they serve only as soliloquies 
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with little or no consequence or meaning.”88 Forgiving also calls for judgment (which elsewhere 

Arendt called the most political of faculties, the “hallmark” of political thinking)89; the potential 

forgiving party, in deciding whether to grant forgiveness, neither relies upon strict moral rules, 

legal notions of intent, nor the consequences of actions. Lastly, in The Human Condition, Arendt 

writes that "forgiving and the relationship it establishes is always an eminently personal (though 

not necessarily individual or private) affair in which what was done is forgiven for the sake of 

who did it."90 We have seen above that in encountering Eichmann and reflecting on his deeds she 

later amended her understanding of forgiveness, positing the possibility of forgiving someone 

without necessarily forgiving their deeds.91 Yet, while she entertained the prospect of forgiving 

someone while judging their deeds unthinkable to forgive, her conception of forgiveness retained 

an attention to the personal qualities of the actor. Can such a conception of apologies and 

forgiveness be meaningful in relation to historic acts committed by political collectivities?  

Arendt well understood that forgiving, a miracle of sorts, was fragile and not easily 

transplanted from the private to the public realm. In The Human Condition, Arendt wrote that 

forgiving could only take place in a context of personal revelation, where people are "fully 

receptive to who somebody is" rather than "what they are," the who being their qualities, 

shortcomings, achievements, failings, and transgressions.92 Such an open receptivity to who 

someone is usually is thought to occur only in the rarest of settings, that of love. But Arendt 

answers what seem to be her own objections regarding the transplanting of forgiving to the 

public realm by contending that "what love is in its own, narrowly circumscribed sphere, respect 

is in the larger domain of human affairs." Respect, which Arendt defines as "a kind of friendship 

without intimacy and without closeness . . . is a regard for the person from the distance which the 
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space of the world puts between us, . . . [a] regard independent of qualities which we may admire 

or of achievements which we may highly esteem."93 Arendt fears, though, that what she regards 

as the modern loss of respect may restrict the power of forgiving to the private realm. The 

indispensability of forgiveness to Arendt’s concept of political action discloses the deeply 

personal nature of Arendt’s politics. The "increasing depersonalization of public and social life" 

throws into doubt for Arendt both the possibility of forgiving and of political action itself. 

The Limitations and Promise of Apologies in Contemporary American 
Politics 

The nature of politics itself, and particularly how politics is ordinarily practiced in the 

contemporary United States, places exceptional strains upon the power of forgiveness. The 

personal nature of the dynamic of apologies and forgiveness raises serious doubts regarding the 

potential of apologies and forgiveness to work on a public and collective scale. If only the 

wronged has the power to forgive, and if they forgive primarily, although not only, for the sake 

of who the wrongdoer is, then can apologies and forgiveness work when applied to wrongs 

inflicted by political collectivities upon groups of people? And what can be done if the 

wrongdoers or the wronged have died? Can anyone speak for either the wronged or the 

wrongdoers? Most basically, is the power of apologizing and forgiving limited to relations 

between living individuals, or might it work in relations between groups?94  

Earlier, I alluded to the stages in which we can see apologies and forgiveness occurring. 

At each stage of the process, political realities may limit the potential effectiveness of national 

apologies. In particular, the power and conflict endemic to politics, the representativeness built 

into American politics, the concerns raised by Arendt in the 1950s that have only grown more 

dire regarding the devitalization of political action, and the related fragmentation of the 
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American citizenry into numerous identity groups all call into question how effective national 

apologies may be in the United States. Let us examine the stages from apologies to forgiveness, 

and consider how ordinary political realities may impair their potential.    

 In the first stage, a preliminary agreement is reached between the parties that there is 

something from the past for which to apologize. Unless some consensus is reached regarding the 

wrongs that have been inflicted, there is no hope for an apology or for forgiveness. When wrongs 

have been inflicted by groups of people against other groups, it may be most difficult to reach an 

agreement as to who inflicted the wrongs (who was the aggressor?) on whom. One student of 

apologies argues, in fact, that the primary work apologies achieve in the political realm is putting 

the wrong on a public record.95 Governments may be extremely loathe to create a public record 

declaring that they have inflicted wrongs, fearing that an admission may lead to calls for 

compensation not only by the specific peoples aggrieved, but by other groups who may feel 

similarly aggrieved. For instance, a major concern voiced during the debates over reparations for 

Japanese Americans interned during World War II was whether a reparations law would 

encourage other groups to seek compensation and whether the law would establish a precedent 

upon which American Indians, African Americans, and Mexican Americans could demand 

similar compensation. It was not until Jesse Helms’ amendment was tacked onto the bill 

explicitly stipulating that the Civil Liberties Act of 1988 did not establish a legal precedent that 

the law passed the Senate.  

It is in this initial stage, when political wrongs may or may not be recognized, that the 

significance of power may be most apparent. As noted in exploring apologies and forgiveness in 

the private realm, if the wrongdoer is impervious to the grievances of the wronged person, then 



  

 33

an apology likely will not be forthcoming. Inequalities are likely to be even more common in the 

public realm, where the resources of some may be consolidated to form powerful groups or 

interests who needn’t concern themselves with the demands of less powerful others. The import 

of inequalities is apparent in observing the manner in which the politics of national apologies in 

the United States has been contested over the past thirty years. Members of minority racial, 

ethnic, and cultural groups have voiced grievances against the government (typically the federal 

government but also state governments), attempting to employ various levers of power to gain an 

apology and possible compensation. A number of American Indian land claims have languished 

for decades, and only recently have neared a response, owing to the new-found legal and 

economic power of some tribes, bankrolled by American Indian gaming profits. And the success 

of the Japanese American reparations movement may be attributed to a number of strategic 

factors intrinsic to the movement itself, but it also would be naïve to overlook the significance of 

economic power. Sheldon Wolin suggests that the success of the reparations movement, after 

nearly three decades of official silence on the matter, may have more to do with the growing 

power of Japan’s economy in the 1980s than with America’s deepened conscience:  

What dictated this about-face? Was it less a question of injustice remembered than of 
a radical change in the American perceptions of Japan rather than of the Nisei, an 
official recognition on the part of American policy makers, both governmental and 
corporate, of the extraordinary power now possessed by Japan and hence of its vital 
importance to global political and economic strategies? 96

 
It may be that national apologies are offered to those who can most effectively wield power 

against the government, rather than to those most wronged or in need of an apology and 

compensation. If that is the case, then certainly one lesson for proponents of an apology to 

American Indians or African Americans is to search for potential sources of power to leverage in 
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requesting a national apology.  

If a wrong is recognized by both parties, and an apology is demanded, then the next stage 

in the process is for the parties to judge what would mark an adequate apology. In order for 

apologies to issue and the chance for forgiveness to occur, judgments must be made as to what 

restitution, compensation, or penalty, if any, may be needed to indicate the sincerity of the 

apology. This stage may present the greatest difficulties in transplanting apologies and 

forgiveness into the public realm. In the private realm, typically parties face each other and “the 

offender acknowledges full responsibility for the transgression, expresses sorrow and contrition 

for the harm done, seeks forgiveness from the offended party, and implicitly or explicitly 

promises not to repeat the offense in the future.”97 A face-to-face encounter allows the offended 

party to judge the sincerity of the offending party’s apology and to respond directly to the 

request for forgiveness. National apologies, on the other hand, tend to be offered by 

governmental representatives of the actual wrongdoers to, at times, representatives of the 

wronged, rather than the immediate wronged. The apologies also tend to be presented in a 

written rather than oral form. A number of consequences flow from these differences. First, 

issues related to representation arise. Who can speak for the wrongdoers? In the case of now-

agreed upon clear wrongdoing by past federal governmental actors, such as the illegal evacuation 

and incarceration of individuals of Japanese ancestry, representatives of the present federal 

government are the appropriate parties to apologize on behalf of the past U.S. government. 

However, issues related to representation may be more complex when it comes to broad and 

diffuse social and political wrongs such as slavery and Jim Crow. Can the present national 

government speak for all those involved in the systems of slavery and Jim Crow, including slave 
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traders (many from other countries), slaveholders, and all those who benefited from the caste 

system established by Jim Crow?98  

And who can speak authoritatively for the wronged, particularly if the wrongs were 

committed long ago? One of the difficulties typically encountered by the federal government and 

state governments in attempting to resolve American Indian land claims is determining who 

speaks for the tribe, as conflicts have erupted within tribes as well as between various bands of 

tribes as to what compensation is acceptable. In one case, for instance, that of the Oneida 

Indians, tribal members have established reservations in three states and Canada. In the case of 

reparations for Japanese Americans interned, internal divisions between the more “radical” 

elements of the redress movement and the more mainstream movement were eventually 

squelched, if not healed, and the ultimate decision by the U.S. Congress to offer reparations to 

individuals (those alive at the time of the passage of the law) rather than to Japanese Americans 

as a group eliminated some of the perplexities that would have further confounded the law. Most 

serious proponents of an apology to African Americans for slavery and Jim Crow that would 

include some sort of reparations envisage a collective rather than an individual model, though, 

contending that it would better enable institution building within the African American 

community.99 If an apology to African Americans and group reparations ever are to become 

more than wishful thinking, then questions of representation will have to be solved.  

The U.S. government does have experience using a group model of compensation, as it is 

typically employed to resolve most American Indian claims. In most cases, federal law dictates 

that only tribes and not separate individuals may bring claims and be compensated. The law 

presumes a preexisting solidarity within American Indian tribes, with institutions in place to 
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decide how resources are to be used.100 Dissimilarities become immediately apparent when 

comparing African Americans to American Indian tribes, however. Members of tribes typically 

live close together on a reservation; African Americans are scattered across the United States. 

Tribes have in place institutions to decide upon matters of public concern, such as how to 

allocate resources, whereas no such generally agreed-upon body exists for African Americans. 

These dissimilarities present real administrative difficulties when considering group 

compensation. What group would represent African Americans, or descendants of slavery and 

Jim Crow? Who would manage the money, and who would decide how the money was to be 

spent? Would all African Americans be given a vote, or only those who could prove they have 

suffered from the lingering effects of slavery and Jim Crow? And how would it be determined if 

one were African American?101 These quandaries need not prove insuperable, although they do 

indicate that if national apologies with some material compensation are to have any chance of 

promoting reconciliation, then determining who a national apology should be directed to and 

who could administer whatever funds may be offered must be resolved.  

As noted above, another noteworthy difference between the dynamics of apologies and 

forgiveness in the public as opposed to the private realm is the written rather than oral form that 

apologies tend to take when offered by nation-states. And, as Nicholas Tavuchis notes, when 

governments offer apologies, “as befits its formal, official, and public character, [an] 

institutionally licensed and scripted apology tends to be couched in abstract, remote, measured, 

and emotionally neutral terms.” Part of this quality Tavuchis attributes to “the discursive and 

practical obstacles in addressing a collective bill of particulars that documents numerous 

personal injuries, deprivations, and suffering, often far removed in time from the present.”102 The 
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Civil Liberties Act of 1988 reads in such a manner; similarly the proposed joint resolution, 

offering “an apology for the many instances of violence, maltreatment, and neglect inflicted on 

Native Peoples by citizens of the United States,” while including a lengthy list of wrongs, does 

so in detached and dispassionate language. Whatever power a national apology could have 

cannot reside solely in the official words. Tavuchis also notes that such apologies “are typically 

expressed in a compressed and summary manner.”103 Witness Congressman Tony Hall’s 

proposed concurrent resolution on slavery: His proposal reads, “Resolved by the House of 

Representatives that the Congress apologizes to African-Americans whose ancestors suffered as 

slaves under the Constitution and the laws of the United States until 1865.”104 Although Hall’s 

resolution dodges a host of perplexities (Are there lingering effects of slavery? What about Jim 

Crow?), speaks in an extraordinarily clipped manner, and does not entail any monetary 

compensation, as he pointed out, it still managed to erupt “a fire storm of controversy throughout 

the Nation,” and has not moved further in Congress since its introduction in 1997.105 Such 

neutered language, if offered as an apology in the private realm, doubtless would be judged 

lacking. And while it may ultimately be judged inadequate as a national apology as well, it is 

instructive that even Hall’s spare words elicited angry rebuttals.106  

Strains are apparent when representative institutions such as the U.S. Congress attempt to 

convey sincerity when offering national apologies. Part of the difficulty, as Tavuchis has noted, 

is the bloodless language typically employed by formal and official bodies. However, the 

problem is not the language alone, but also the context in which apologies are expressed. In an 

impersonal, bureaucratic megastate where politics is ordinarily understood as the competing play 

of interests, an apology, which uses words to achieve reconciliation between parties, may appear 
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to be either “an empty, meaningless gesture,”107 or a hopelessly unrealistic one. Much of the 

debate over The Civil Liberties Act of 1988 was devoted to considering whether words alone 

were sufficient to convey the sincerity of the U.S. government in apologizing for the forced 

evacuation, relocation, and internment of Japanese Americans. Proponents of reparations, of 

course, ultimately won the day, arguing that officials’ words had to be accompanied by money in 

order to adequately convey “how absolutely clear we want to be about what is at stake.”108 The 

payment of money, however, was criticized by some on both the political right and left, as it was 

argued that money cheapened the apology, rather than communicating its sincerity.  

The Civil Liberties Act of 1988, if not a legal precedent owing to Helms’ amendment, 

still has established the expectation with other groups seeking an apology from the United States 

that monetary compensation should play a part in any such apology. As supporters of the 1988 

Act were quick to state, though, the reparations paid as part of the national apology did not come 

close to fully compensating Japanese American internees for their losses. Rather, the payments 

of $20,000 to each internee alive at the time of the law’s passage served to symbolize the United 

States’ willingness to penalize itself to demonstrate sincerity (although critics contended the Act 

would penalize the next generation, and not the present). If national apologies ever are to issue to 

either American Indians or African Americans, Congress certainly will have to revisit the 

question of how much money, and paid to whom, is sufficient to convey the government’s 

seriousness. It is likely that words without resources, in light of the Civil Liberties Act of 1988, 

would be scorned.  

As is evident in claims by numerous Indian tribes, land often stands at the center of the 

judgments made by tribes and the federal and state governments as to what would constitute an 
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adequate apology. Tribes’ demands for the return of land often conflict with the settled 

expectations, if not property rights, of present land owners. These seemingly zero-sum battles, at 

times, have proven nearly intractable, although a number of noteworthy resolutions have been 

negotiated, most prominently the Alaska Natives Land Settlement of 1971, as well as various 

claims based on the Non-Intercourse Act that have been resolved. Though land claims tend to pit 

tribes against present owners, vying for a scarce resource, it also serves to “ground” claims and 

provides an agreed-upon starting point for negotiations between tribes and governmental 

representatives.  

The only comparable touchstone in various calls for reparations for African Americans to 

accompany a national apology would be the “40 acres and a mule” promised in 1865 by General 

Sherman to each family of freed slaves.109 Congressman Conyers named his proposal to study 

reparations for African Americans HR 40. And, in the early 1990s, a number of members of the 

National Coalition of Blacks for Reparations in America (N’-COBRA), filed a lawsuit seeking 

$380 million in reparations for themselves and for local black communities. One plaintiff 

explained, “We’re seeking reparations for our ancestors who aren’t here to bear witness. . . . 

Nobody was paid 40 acres and a mule because Lincoln was assassinated before it could go 

through.”110 “Forty acres and a mule” also figured in the provocative suggestion that appeared in 

a 1993 article in Essence magazine that African Americans file a “Black Tax” claim for $43, 

209, the estimated value of “40 acres and a mule” in 1993 dollars.111 While the trope of 40 acres 

and a mule has penetrated the African American community and have figured in African 

American claims for reparation,112 claims have not yet passed “the political laugh test,” as Wade 

Henderson, the NAACP’s chief Washington, DC, lobbyist remarked.113 A number of 
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commentators have noted the fantastic quality of many calls for African American reparations 

for slavery and Jim Crow.114 Partly, the unreal quality of some of the proposals seems driven by 

proponents’ attempts to convince the public of the magnitude of the harms done under slavery 

and Jim Crow and the continuing effects of the harms. (Law professor Robert Westley, for 

instance, estimates that due to policies of the 1950s, “the current generation of Blacks will lose 

about $82 billion in equity due to institutional discrimination. All things being equal, the next 

generation of Black homeowners will lose $93 billion.”115) A major obstacle to be surmounted in 

any national apology for slavery and Jim Crow would be for both proponents and the U.S. 

government (as well as the public) to arrive at a judgment as to what would serve as an adequate 

symbolic payment that would neither dramatically underestimate the costs of slavery and Jim 

Crow, nor pose such an unrealistic figure as to make such a policy politically unfeasible.  

Another impediment evident at this stage in the process of national apologies and 

possible forgiveness, in addition to the difficulties noted above in both parties agreeing as to 

what would mark an adequate apology, is the reluctance by present governmental representatives 

to judge harshly the actions of their predecessors. Harkening back to the debates over reparations 

for interned Japanese Americans, the two most often-voiced criticisms of offering a national 

apology were that it was unfair for present politicians to judge the actions of predecessors with 

the great advantage of hindsight, and that it is not our place to judge—only God can do so. Here 

we can learn from Arendt. Her writings present a passionate plea for individuals to recognize the 

political capacity and need to act and judge. If the past is not even past, then it is incumbent upon 

us to respond to past/present wrongs. And Arendt's argument in The Human Condition was that 

it was Jesus who recognized the miracle of forgiveness—but the miracle was that it was a 
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human, not merely a divine, capacity.  

As we have also noted in considering forgiveness in the personal realm, another danger 

that threatens the dynamic of apologies and forgiveness is the unwillingness or inability on the 

part of the wronged party to accept an apology and to renew the relationship with the wrongdoer. 

This is not to say that all apologies should be judged to be adequate or sincere; as discussed 

earlier, it is essential to the process of apology and forgiveness that those wronged have the 

power to accept or reject an apology. If an apology is offered in an attempt to reestablish a 

relationship of equality without the wrong at issue at its center, the wronged party may rightly 

judge the apology insufficient. However, all apologies are not necessarily lacking. It is essential 

to the process of apology and forgiveness that the wronged party actually has the potential and, 

where judged fitting, the willingness to give up the desire for vengeance and the resentment that 

the wrong may have bred. If the wronged party is unable or unwilling to do so, then the past 

wrong will continue to intrude into the present. If the wronged party feels either self-righteously 

superior, or permanently inferior, to the wrongdoers then the wrong will continue to haunt the 

relationship and forgiveness will prove elusive. Both of these possibilities may point to an 

unwillingness or inability on the part of the wronged party to see themselves as anything but 

victims within the relationship, and to see their relationship with the wrongdoers as defined by 

anything greater than the wrong. The wronged party may wed themselves to the wrong and to the 

identity of victim.  

These psychological tendencies may manifest themselves politically in what some, 

particularly within the African American community, have criticized as the “victim politics” that 

they perceive as endemic to calls for national apologies and reparations. A number of prominent 
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African American public thinkers have openly disdained calls for apologies, and in particular 

reparations, arguing that, as Armstrong Williams writes, “the reparations movement encourages 

minorities to regard themselves, collectively, as helpless victims.” Williams primarily blames 

civil rights leaders for attempting to “capitalize on free-floating white guilt.”116 Similarly, John 

McWhorter scornfully criticizes Randall Robinson (author of the best-selling book, The Debt: 

What America Owes to Blacks) and other black “leaders” (his quotation marks) as “hooked on 

the satisfactions of victimhood.”117 Shelby Steele also casts blame on the “entire civil rights 

establishment” that has strategized “to keep us wards of white guilt.”118 These criticisms echo 

Arendt’s concerns over translating knotty political issues into the “phony sentimental” terms of 

collective innocence and collective guilt, as well as her insistence that those who perceive 

themselves as wronged must overcome their desire for vengeance in order for present political 

action to occur.      

These criticisms point to the potential problematic nature of groups organizing their 

identities around past wrongs. What is required for such groups to see themselves as active 

agents rather than as passive victims? What is required for such groups “to come to terms with 

the past”? Williams, McWhorter, and Steele cynically view the demands of “the civil rights 

establishment,” and suggest this establishment has no real desire to overcome the past; that doing 

so would put them out of business. Without calling into question the motivation of those who 

have voiced grievances based on past wrongs, it is still possible to suggest that dangers reside in 

basing one’s identity around past wrongs. Political theorist Wendy Brown applies Nietzsche’s 

insights to what she labels “the dominant political expression of the age: identity politics,” and 

argues that a distinctive peril of such a politics is that “it becomes invested in its own 
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subjection.” In an imaginative application of Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morals, Brown maintains 

that a politicized identity “becomes attached to its own exclusion both because it is premised on 

this exclusion for its very existence as identity and because the formation of identity at the site of 

exclusion, as exclusion, augments or ‘alters the direction of the suffering’ entailed in 

subordination or marginalization by finding a site of blame for it. But in so doing, it installs its 

pain over its unredeemed history in the very foundation of its political claim, in its demand for 

recognition as identity.” Brown argues that identity politics then, unwittingly perhaps, “makes 

claims for itself, only by entrenching, restating, dramatizing, and inscribing its pain in 

politics.”119  

Without contending with the psychological nuances of Brown’s argument, or evaluating 

how well the argument fits the groups under discussion, it is instructive to note that the process 

of apology and forgiveness requires a willingness and ability on the part of those who perceive 

themselves as wronged to negotiate psychologically challenging transformations in relationship 

to their own identity, the wrong, the wrongdoers, and their temporal orientation. Arendt’s 

writings hold out the possibility that through the process of forgiving these transformations may 

be navigated. It provides people who have been wronged with a means of actively contending 

with the past and thus becoming an active agent. Forgiving, for Arendt, is how we as human 

actors express our freedom with regard to the past—we accept the deeds of the past, yet we do 

not accept them passively. In “Understanding and Politics,” Arendt writes that forgiving "tries 

the seemingly impossible, to undo what has been done, and succeeds in making a new beginning 

where everything seemed to have come to an end."120 The wrong, as Arendt later corrected 

herself, is not undone. Rather, it assumes a new meaning and a new fixity in the past. That is, the 
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past wrong no longer comprises the whole of the world, nor is it relived in the present. A task for 

victims, or those who identify themselves as such, is to move from a world in which the 

perceived wrong is the center of the world, to one in which it becomes only a part, thus leaving 

room to see other people, their needs, and desires. Similarly, forgiveness allows individuals to 

“come to terms with the past” so that “a serial sense of time eventually replaces the nightmare of 

pure simultaneity.”121 Prior to such transformations, one could say that the world of those who 

identify themselves as victims appears one-dimensional, that dimension being the wrong, which 

comprises the world’s focus. Through forgiving, the wrong is not undone, but it becomes one 

dimension of many. It also takes its rightful place in the past, making room for the present and 

future.122 Forgiving also demands a transformation in how the wronged view their wrongdoers. If 

they insist on seeing those they hold responsible for their past suffering as unredeemable then 

forgiveness stalls; ex-victims must be open to seeing past wrongdoers as fallible humans worthy 

of a renewed relationship. Finally, and possibly most importantly, if the process of apology and 

forgiveness is to succeed, both in the personal as well as the public realm, it will do so not for the 

sake of the painful past, but for the sake of a hopeful future. One forgives a past deed primarily 

for the future; for the hope that the future holds of a renewed relationship. To the degree that the 

relationship is one that both parties have an interest in renewing or reestablishing, national 

apologies and forgiveness provide an extraordinary possibility of political renewal.   

The final stages of the process of apologies and forgiveness, the parties recognizing a 

sense of shared humanity and reestablishing a relationship untainted by the wrongs of the past 

brings into sharp relief the particular political promise of national apologies and forgiveness. The 

process is not only, or primarily, a therapeutic one. It entails not only a change in consciousness, 
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but also a change in the relationship between those who perceive themselves as wronged and 

those they hold responsible. The change is brought about through speech. Nor can the process 

remain strictly moral if it is to have political potential. That is, while sharing the qualities 

fundamental to morality in that apologizing and forgiving call for people to recognize each other 

as ends and not as objects to be exploited for one’s own purposes, and to use dialogue in treating 

each other as peers, the process, for it to be political, can neither be intimate nor strictly 

dialogical. National apologies typically are not offered in intimate settings nor are they offered 

on a one-to-one basis. The debate, deliberation, and negotiation that transpire in the process of 

political bodies deciding whether to offer national apologies, and what, if any, compensation is 

to accompany the apologies, is “not dialogical but multivocal and impersonal.”123 Finally, for the 

process ultimately to aim for political reconciliation and renewal, it must not remain strictly 

bound to the legal concerns of fixing blame for past wrongs, but must turn to the more 

imaginative concerns of how peoples with different identities, interests, and understandings of 

their shared past can continue to live and act with each other. If Americans are to do so, it may 

be that national apologies, and the possibility of forgiveness, in encouraging an active 

engagement with the nation’s past prompted by the present claims of American citizens, will 

enable Americans to use their conflictual past as a site upon which to build a new or 

reinvigorated vision of the future. Such a process holds out the possibility of reconnecting 

citizens to their political past, present, and future, as well as reconnecting individuals and groups 

to the larger political collectivity.           

I do not mean to be “Pollyannaish” and imply that national apologies and forgiving, like 

other political activities, may not easily be perverted. National apologies may serve as an 
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inexpensive alternative to more far-reaching structural changes that may be needed to create a 

more comprehensively just society. And, while national apologies that offer only symbolic 

compensation for past wrongs may appear to entail only token costs, they are still limited by a 

moral economy: As apologies proliferate, they lose their value. For national apologies to 

maintain the possibility of communicating meaning and promoting change, they must not be 

offered too often or too easily. Difficult political choices must be made among a cacophony of 

claimants. And, as noted earlier, apologies, and the reparations that may be offered along with 

them, are sure to foster political resentment among some other Americans. Any responsible 

political analysis of the costs and benefits of national apologies would have to account for the 

resentment certain to be nurtured. Finally, as suggested earlier, national apologies may condone, 

or promote, a politics of victimization in which individuals and groups are encouraged to belittle 

their own capacities and blame others for conditions over which they could collectively change.  

Yet, national apologies and forgiveness present extraordinary political possibilities as a 

means of contending with the reality and presence of past wrongs. At its most basic, this process 

recognizes our common fallibility and reveals us to be continually in need of forgiveness.  

Although apologizing and forgiving do fall outside of many of our ordinary ways of thinking 

about politics, the process may engage us in the political at its most meaningful, where issues of 

membership, political identity, and responsibility are central. To apologize and to forgive opens 

up a central issue of political identity. Forgiveness involves thinking through the relationship 

between an agent and an act, and implies the possibility of seeing the agent as more than—better 

than—the deed. The question that necessarily follows is who is the agent, if not only the doer of 

the deed? Debates in the United States prompted by the possibility of national apologies have 
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raised searching questions of American political identity: Was the expropriation of Indian lands 

an aberration? Was slavery an aberration, or Jim Crow, or the evacuation and internment of 

Japanese Americans? Or should these troubling episodes be viewed as defining and illuminating 

of our political identity? Finally, the process of deciding whether to offer national apologies and 

the process groups may go through in deciding whether to accept the apologies and forgive may 

be transforming—through it we become a people responding to our past to create a more just 

future, rather than simply forgetting and repressing disquieting moments that may haunt the 

hearts and minds of many of our fellow citizens.  
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