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 Talk about forgiveness has reached astonishing proportions in the contem-

porary world. Forgiveness is said to do it all: it is the cure for wrongs both 

personal and political, the road to eternal salvation, and the secret to men-

tal and physical health. Related notions such as apology, pardon, excuse, 

mercy, pity, sympathy, empathy, and reconciliation have also gained wide 

currency. One can hardly open the newspaper without reading about an 

apology being offered by, or demanded from, some organization, state, or 

prominent individual. We want apology and remorse from convicted crimi-

nals so as to decide how harshly to punish them; we praise South Africa’s 

famous Truth and Reconciliation Commission as the path to forgiveness 

and civic unity; countless self-help and religious tracts urge us to forgive our 

enemies unilaterally and instruct us how to do so, promising that we shall 

thereby rid ourselves of toxic resentment. Forgiveness and related notions 

are now so thoroughly woven into the fabric of culture that it is hard to 

imagine a moral world without them. 

 The meanings of these terms – starting with forgiveness – are hard to 

pin down despite the ease with which the words are used. The shifting 

usages can be not only quite different from but even inconsistent with each 

other. At times, for example, “forgiveness” sounds very much like amnesty 

 (however vengeful and angry the victim may continue to be) or else, on the 

contrary, like the giving up of revenge in an interpersonal rather than a pol-

itical context. At other times, it is taken to consist in the unilateral forswear-

ing of moral anger or else, on the contrary, in the forswearing of moral 

anger that is contingent on the offender taking certain steps. As this abbre-

viated list indicates, forgiveness and its related notions are often melded or 

 Preface       

 Charles L. Griswold 

  I would like to thank Caroline Griswold, Stephen Griswold, David Konstan, and Annice Kra 

for their comments on this Preface. David Konstan and I would jointly like to thank David 

Jennings and Robyn Walsh for their careful reading and copyediting of the entire manuscript, 

and production editor Brian MacDonald for his excellent work.  
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Charles L. Griswoldxii

confused with one another. Redemption, spiritual rebirth, the demands of 

honor and self-esteem, and the moral imperative of peacemaking have also 

come to form part of this extended web of ideas, and they complicate the 

picture still further. One reason for this hodgepodge of both confl icting 

and overlapping meanings, which is characteristic of this cluster of notions, 

is historical: we are the inheritors of a variety of different traditions and 

ways of thinking about such notions, some religious and some secular, some 

modern and some ancient. 

 Investigation into the historical background of a notion such as forgive-

ness holds great interest because it may help to shed light not only on the 

different senses of the given term but also on the conceptual, moral, social, 

and political backdrop against which it acquires its distinctive meaning. 

Such an investigation illuminates the cluster of ideas in which this or that 

sense of forgiveness fi nds its home. What is more, the provenance of our 

current conceptions of forgiveness is debatable, and a historical investiga-

tion helps to make us aware of our assumptions. Indeed, we may be mistaken 

in believing that our assumptions derive from a certain historical context, 

a discovery that may challenge our current view. For example, Hannah 

Arendt claimed, without much argument, that “the discoverer of the role of 

forgiveness in the realm of human affairs was Jesus of Nazareth.”  1   Likewise, 

others hold that our contemporary notion of forgiveness as unilateral (or, 

as it is sometimes also called, unconditional) not only is absent from the 

pre-Christian world but is a distinctive contribution of Christian thought. 

Is either claim accurate? If so, what notions exactly did Christian thought 

import that permitted these striking developments? Indeed, might forgive-

ness have a relevant history  within  the Christian tradition, such that the 

ideal of unilateral forgiveness is a relatively recent development? Is forgive-

ness also present in the Judaic tradition and, if so, how is it conceptualized? 

If the Roman era – to take another period discussed in this volume – knew 

little of what we now call forgiveness, what role (if any) did such things as 

forswearing resentment, compassion, apology, and reconciliation have in 

its moral outlook? Surprisingly little work has been done so far concerning 

the historical meanings and genealogy of this important notion, and it is a 

principal purpose of this volume to further this investigation.  2   

 I fi rst began to think about the historical context of forgiveness when 

writing a book on forgiveness, and I offered there a few relatively brief 

  1     Arendt,  The Human Condition , 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,  1998 ), p. 238.  

  2     See the relevant work by various authors mentioned in the Bibliography to this volume, 

for example, Dover, “Fathers, Sons and Forgiveness,”  Illinois Classical Studies  16 (1991): 

173–82; Kra š ovec,  Reward, Punishment, and Forgiveness: The Thinking and Beliefs of Ancient Israel 
in the Light of Greek and Modern Views  (Leiden: Brill,  1999 ); Metzler,  Der griechische Begriff des 
Verzeihens: Untersucht am Wortstamm  συγγνώμη  von den ersten Belegen bis zum vierten Jahrhundert 
n. Chr . (T ü bingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1991); and Romilly,  Trag   é   dies grecques au fi l des 
ans  (Paris: Les Belles Lettres,  1995 ). See also the works referred to in the next footnote.  
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Preface xiii

comments on the status of forgiveness as a concept and virtue in the con-

text of the “perfectionist” views of ancient philosophers.  3   I argued that, 

because perfect sages were assumed to be invulnerable to the sort of injury 

that would degrade their virtue – the only kind of harm that was consid-

ered truly damaging – and because such sages would certainly never com-

mit an offense against another, they had occasion neither to forgive nor 

to be forgiven. Accordingly, forgiveness played a small role in the classical 

philosophical tradition (at least in that part of it oriented by such notions 

of perfection). This is just one example of the historical context of forgive-

ness. I did not dwell on it, or on investigating other such contexts, since 

my aim was to set out the conceptual backdrop against which forgiveness 

might be counted as a distinct virtue. The focus of the book was analytical 

rather than historical. Conversations about these topics with David Konstan 

during the 2004– 5  academic year at Stanford University (where he was a 

Fellow at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences and I 

was a Fellow at the Stanford Humanities Center) led us both to realize that 

the historical dimension holds enormous interdisciplinary interest and that 

it would be well worth exploring that dimension in much greater detail. We 

therefore organized a colloquium on forgiveness and its history, with the 

support of the Liberty Fund, Inc., that took place in June 2007. Most of 

the contributors to the present volume attended, and the multidisciplinary 

readings ranged not only over Greco-Roman literature but also over Judaic 

and Christian sources.  Ancient Forgiveness  is an outgrowth of the conversa-

tions that unfolded at that wonderful conference. 

 The present volume makes no claim to comprehensiveness. Were a com-

prehensive discussion of the character and development of forgiveness in 

ancient Greece, Rome, and Judaic and Christian contexts possible, it would 

certainly consume many volumes. The task would be even more daunting 

were it – unlike the present volume – to move beyond the boundaries of 

what is commonly referred to as “the West.” We have sought to make a start 

by examining a broad selection of texts and authors from these traditions 

that would certainly form an essential basis for any comprehensive view of 

the matter, and we very much hope to spur others to carry the investiga-

tion forward. While no essay devoted to the Greek or Roman philosophers 

  3     Griswold,  Forgiveness: A Philosophical Exploration  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

 2007 ), chap. 1 [i]. For my replies to fi ve critics of the book’s argument, see “Forgiveness, 

Secular and Religious: A Reply to My Critics,”  Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical 
Association  82 (2008): 303–13 (available at http://secure.pdcnet.org/pdc/BVDB.nsf/

journal?openform&journal=pdc_acpaproc; see under “free content”), and “Debating 

Forgiveness: A Reply to My Critics,”  Philosophia  38.3 ( 2010 ): 457–73 (available at http://

www.springerlink.com/content/b5405026451n8675). The critiques to which I am respond-

ing are reproduced in those volumes as well. Discussion of the topic may also be found in 

my “Plato and Forgiveness,”  Ancient Philosophy  27 ( 2007 ): 269–87; and in Konstan,  Before 
Forgiveness: The Origins of a Moral Idea  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,  2010 ).  
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(other than Seneca) is offered here, substantial discussion of their thought 

is present in a number of our essays. Certainly, a future volume might go 

through the writings of the philosophers more exhaustively. A thorough 

exploration of courtroom speeches, legal codes, and inscriptions would 

also be illuminating. Necessarily limited in scope though this book may be, 

David Konstan and I are nonetheless confi dent that it makes distinctive and 

original contributions to what we hope is an emerging area of interdisci-

plinary research: the historical, social, and political provenance of impor-

tant moral ideas. 

 Contributors to this book represent the disciplines of philosophy, 

 classical studies, comparative literature, and religious and theological 

studies. In assembling these essays, David Konstan and I made an import-

ant methodological decision. Instead of starting with a set defi nition of 

“forgiveness” and then asking the contributors to hunt for evidence of it 

through their respective literatures – a top-down approach – we chose an 

approach that, with an important qualifi cation, may be characterized as 

moving from the ground up, that is, from context to defi nition. The quali-

fi cation is this: we begin with an essay by a philosopher, Adam Morton, that 

sets out a number of distinctions and questions relevant to a defi nition of 

forgiveness, thereby offering an overview of what one might call the con-

ceptual  topography. All of the contributors had Morton’s essay in hand 

when writing their own. Morton emphasizes the complexities – both seman-

tic and  conceptual – involved in drawing hard and fast distinctions. The 

 “forgiveness territory,” as he calls it, is deceptively hard to map precisely, 

and yet there are basic contours. For example, he points out that defi ning 

“emotion” is  challenging and that some of the features it may involve (such 

as an affective dimension) may or may not be present when forgiveness 

takes place. Nonetheless, we rightly think of forgiveness as somehow tied 

to an emotion (say, as requiring the forswearing of resentment), and that 

would seem to remain central to any discussion of the matter. 

 Another complex aspect of the territory involves the extent to which 

forgiveness is bilateral; in some contexts it seems to be private, something 

one can do on one’s own, and in other contexts not. Further, forgive-

ness and legal pardon share overlapping features, even though they are 

also distinct. The same may be said about forgiveness and divine mercy. 

Forgiveness seems to have something to do with empathy or compassion; 

but fl eshing out that linkage, as Morton again points out, requires recogni-

tion of the inherent complexity and variability of the core notions involved, 

even as those notions  are  identifi ed as core. As he notes at the end of his 

piece, “Forgiveness has many varieties, all of which can come about in many 

ways.” But this is not to say that just anything will count as forgiveness. At a 

 minimum, the scene must include two people, one of whom has intention-

ally harmed the other and who is thus responsible and blamable for the 

wrong (putting aside the problematic case of self-forgiveness for wrongs 
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one has done to oneself). In sum, Morton presents us with an interplay 

between conceptual linkages and boundaries, on the one hand, and vari-

ability of context and meaning, on the other, while also articulating key 

questions relevant to an account of the topic. 

 All of the contributions to this volume are informed by this common 

framework of questions and distinctions. At the same time, contributors 

were free to investigate whether and how terms that might be understood 

as “forgiveness” are explicitly or implicitly at work in the texts they elected 

to examine. Working in this way “from the ground up,” each contributor 

took into account the particularity and nuances of the historical and liter-

ary context in which forgiveness, or whatever notion was closest to forgive-

ness, took shape. Moreover, the approach we have adopted accommodates 

the obvious semantic challenges: our contributors are working with texts 

in Greek, Latin, and Hebrew, among other languages – while seeking to 

articulate the results in English. And because forgiveness forms part of a 

complex web of ideas (pardon, apology, sympathy, empathy, and so forth), 

the approach we have adopted is especially suited to discerning the ever-

shifting connections between these ideas from context to context. Thus, 

many of the essays in this volume end up engaging in a species of dialogue 

with their texts. Rather than stipulate a meaning against which the ancient 

writers are to be measured, they ask what characteristics the several candi-

dates for “forgiveness” possess, and thereby interrogate what – if anything – 

would seem to count as forgiveness and why, all the while working from a 

common set of distinctions, linkages, and questions. 

 This interplay between conceptual and historical inquiry pervades this 

volume, often implicitly. A large question about the relation between con-

ceptual and historical analysis no doubt looms behind refl ections of this 

nature. It may be understood as a question about the independence of 

philosophical analysis of a concept from its historical context or, conversely, 

about the independence of analysis of historical context from a timeless con-

ceptual structure.  4   Is there such a thing in principle as getting  “forgiveness” 

right once and for all? Is it possible to set out the necessary and suffi cient 

conditions that defi ne what it is? Or must we rely on a historically posi-

tioned hermeneutic process that is revisable but not arbitrary? Although it 

is not our aim here to work out an answer systematically, we hope that the 

essays in this volume offer an illuminating approach to the long-standing 

philosophical question about the relation between conceptual and histor-

ical inquiry.      

  4     This question is explored in  Philosophy in History , ed. Rorty, Schneewind, and Skinner 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,  1990 ), especially in the essays in part I.  
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