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Introduction: Apologies as a Source
of Moral Meaning in Modernity

Maimonides’ Hilchot Teshuvah, compiled between 1170 and 1180, arguably
provides the most recent philosophical monograph devoted to apologies.'
Considering the relevance of apologies to moral philosophy and current
general interest in acts of contrition, this surprised me. Philosophers have
long delighted in scrutinizing suspect social practices, and apologies now
seem more than ripe. We share a vague intuition that something has gone
afoul with this ubiquitous gesture, a sense that apologies are rotting on the
vine.

The arguments in this book track thatintuition at various levels. We might
think of our standards for apologies as buried deep within our evolution-
ary hardwiring, as primatologists have documented reconciliation protocols
between chimpanzees. These “natural conflict resolutions™ can look uncan-
nily similar to handshakes, and from this perspective we might measure the
quality of an apology by the amount of oxytocin released by the hominid on
its receiving end.* Bad apologies, like spoiled fruit, do not satisfy our primal
needs.

Alternatively, we might consider the steady stream of odd apologies in the
daily news to be like hiccups of etiquette, passing symptoms of normative
dyspepsia as we become accustomed to a multicultural buffet of beliefs and
manners. Taking the long view of history, we live in a transitional age for
apologies and we will eventually settle into more stable habits. Technologi-
cal shifts accelerate these growing pains, as a connected world creates more
opportunities to offend each other, capture these transgressions digitally, and
reproduce them on command for anyone across the globe who might take
umbrage.? Gestures of contrition are also more likely to be captured in the
public record, providing armchair moralists with more opportunities to scru-
tinize what they perceive as faulty apologies. Thus we have two opportunities
to disparage wrongdoers: one for the offense and another for providing what
VIS almost always find to be a flawed apology. If either George W. Bush or
Hfll.ary Clinton apologizes for a transgression, we can be fairly sure that their
critics will seize the occasion to further question their character regardless
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of the quality of the apology ottered. Such 1s the nature ot contemporary
pOIIl:trl(C):r.l an even more disconcerting perspective, perhaps our d|sx.n1st.1.ct14(])lr;
results from the decay of vestigial customs once essential tor rc'}|lgl(?ll.s“l"l[::;n-
of repentance but now increasingly obsolete. According m' this \];(w‘stcms
temporary apologies signify the death twitches .(‘n cexprring muf. i
and those who complain about “disingenuous,” “mauthentic, 1nr , .L[h“
modified” apologies suffer from nostalgia tor a more prinapled .u,c] ’”;d
probably never existed. We can diagnose the general health of ]n.ur s‘}\;”ur
values by examining apologies, and something diseased courses t m)lll.h ' ou
cultural veins. I do not mean to suggest that the current state ot apo U}J,lt%»l‘s
symptomatic of the decline of Western civilization or somethimg so dra. m.mt;
but surely its pulse beats in rhythm with the often-contlicting condinions ¢
modern life. Regardless of my conclusions here, | hope that (‘nlwrs will s()()n’
join me in thinking through the philosophical substance of these complex
and occasionally spectacular moral phenomena.

Law, Commodification, and Apology

I began thinking systematically about apologies while working on another
project considering the trend toward mncre
When legal actors and institutions convert
discrimination to the wrongful death of
analyses, they can jeopardize certain fc A
with money, Although money may offer a convenient means of measuring
value in a complex and pluralistic worl

moral discomfort when legal systems convert the worth of human life into
dollars and cents. Something seems to

be lost in the translation between
moral and economic value. Given my sympathies for the Frankfurt School,
one can imagine the contours of such an

asing commoditication m I.ﬂ\'.
so many harms — from I'.]Clg?‘
a child - into ccononie cost-henceht
rms of meaning incommensurable

d, many of us experience a vague

on. In a legal system overrun with
ght convey substantial meaning. A

» she did not want to pursue a legal
cess would simply convert the moral
to some form of economic ¢
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Her sentiments resonated with my experiences in civil and criminal law:
despite the common conception that greed motivates litigants, many seek
primarily moral rather than economic redress. If you can imagine the horror
of having a loved one killed by a faulty productora grossly negligent surgeon,
receiving a monetary award for your loss might be significant for many
reasons. This would be so even if the offender refused to admit wrongdoing,
as we would expect within an adversarial legal system. Although money can
be useful in many ways, however, no amount of cash could provide the sorts
of meaning that you might receive if the offender apologized, accepted blame,
took moral as well as fiscal responsibility for the loss, and then honored a
commitment never to cause such harm again. Money may provide a common
denominator for some losses, but often the most significant meanings cannot
be reduced to a cash value. This seems like more than facile moralism.

We find the idea that apologies convey meaning beyond financial com-
pensation in the oldest texts of the West. In The 1liad, for example, Achilles
refuses to fight at Troy despite King Agamemnon’s offer to mend their dis-
agreement over Briseis by providing Achilles with gifts fit for a god. Agamem-
non offers vast material wealth, the return of Briseis, and the choice among
Agamemnon’s own daughters in marriage. Achilles rebuffs the offer: “Not
if he offered me ten times or twenty times as much as he possesses or
could raise elsewhere.. . not if his gifts were as many as the grains of sand
or particles of dust, would Agamemnon win me over.” Instead, Achilles
demands, “he must pay me in kind for the bitter humiliation 1 endured.”*
Rather than material wealth, Achilles believes only something like a suffi-
ciently painful apology could restore his relationship with the king. Thou-
sands of years later, the words of a recent Canadian victim of child abuse
echoes Achilles’ sentiments: “I got an apology, and you can’t put a price
on that.”s

At one level, it might seem that apologies would be incompatible with
law, especially the sorts of law predominantly practiced in the contemporary

United States. Adversarial law typically creates legal combatants engaged in

a struggle to maximize self-interest, but apologies seem better suited to a con-

text of moral reconciliation. My initial research into the role of apologies

i in law, however, indicated that certain kinds of apologies were increasingly
common within legal institutions. Legal actors do in fact put a price on
?pOIOgies. Expressions of contrition within legal institutions have increas-
H}gly become another commodity. Studies suggest that a few words of contri-
tion, regardless of their sincerity by any measure, can dramatically decrease
E‘he likelihood of costly litigation. Thus if one were to say something like
Tam sorry that the lawn mower we manufacture injured your child,” evi-
Qe.nce suggests that this provides a highly cost-effective means of avoiding
h‘tlgaltion.6 Considering that a refusal to accept blame for an injury often pro-
vides the fundamental grounds for a dispute arriving in the courts in the first
place, these findings encourage attorneys and litigants to offer apologetic
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words without admitting guwilt. It can be fucratnve 1o apologize, in other
words, so long as you avoid accepung blame. e ant e

Legislators recognize the tension between the dlsmunnln‘l ..P()f e
or even offer gestures of compassion in legal proceedings ;‘]‘“f“t_ ol
often-ambiguous relation to admissions ot gty and the abihty o ‘][.’mus
gies to decrease litigation rates. To resolve ths, legnslation in lTuq L]S -
jurisdictions codified the notion that apologies can be mere ;'"\P““'(;"n'ecd
sympathy — such as “I am sorry that vour child was l\‘l”Lj( - m Ny
not accept blame for the injury. Settlement agreements may "]()\\,L:\:1] o
negotiate the monetary value of an apnlog}', tor example oftering o ' E n
sation of $10 million without any torm of apology or $= million wit 1h
apology. The Federal Sentencing Guidelines allow judges to reduce punish-
ment if a criminal defendant expresses re
utter words of contrition penned by their : ‘
with little means of differentiating between profound expressions of regret
and perfunctory attempts to please the court.”

Like me, you may be confused at this point. (
statement that does not accept bl
What counts as a “proper”
arbiters? What standards do
tainties about apologies to t

MOTFse, ZIVING CONVICES meentive to
attorneys but leaving the judiciary

an we really desertbe a
ame or admit wrongdoing as an “apnlog:v g
apology in these situations? Who are the final
they apply? Do the powertul exploit our uncer-
heir benefit?

Apologies in Culture
These trends in law appear to parallel
every day someone appears in head]
Whether a politician, religious Jeade
lete, or anyone else who finds hers
favor, displays of contrition have

ecome ubiquitous in contemporar
like a form of inflated moral curre

a broader social phenomenon. N(‘{lrly
ine news apologizing for something.
I, corporate executive, celebrity, ;lr-h-
elf or someone she represents in d.IS-
ccome routine. As specious apologies
y culture, their value scems to decline

ncy. Now when we bear witness to yet
another famous person apologizing, our reflexes have become cynical. We
question intentions, Does she apologize only to garner votes in the next
election? To placate teammages or fans? To brace falling stock values after a
corporate controversy? T, take the blame for someone more powerful? To
avoid or minimjze incarceration

an executive appear
€r corporation while
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simultaneously denying in legal proceedings that any members of the institu-
tion committed the alleged wrongdoing? What should we make of the apol-
ogy from a celebrity who seems to reoffend and apologize every few months?
Self-help and corporate leadership manuals like The Power of Apology: Heal-
ing Steps to Transform All of Your Relationships and The One Minute Apol-
ogy seem to profit from our confusions.®

Media outlets reproduce apologies in clips too brief to capture their sub-
tleties, rewarding public figures who provide sound bite apologies and tuning
out those who take time to develop the substance of their gesture. The same
media also tear offenses from their contexts, leaving the falsely accused in
delicate situations. If someone tries to defend herself, headlines will announce
that she “refuses to apologize.” Within such a culture, the best strategy for
damage control may be matching one distorting sound bite with another,
saying that you are “sorry™ but then explaining that you deserve no blame.
Such exchanges typify the impoverished state of moral discourse in modern
culture.

Sometimes these apologies seem laughably insincere, disingenuous, decep-
tive, manipulative, confused, or simply wrong. Since 2001, comedian Harry
Shearer - responsible for This is Spinal Tap and many voices on The
Simpsons ~ has riffed on the seemingly ridiculous nature of public acts of
contrition in the “Apologies of the Week ™ portion of his radio show. Apolo-
gies, it seems, have become something of a joke.

We should not fail to appreciate the gravity underlying what may at times
seem like a farcical comedy of apologies. The importance of these ques-
tions and the extent of our disagreements about apologies were dramatically
evident in September of 2006. In an address at the University of Regens-
burg, Pope Benedict XVI included the following quotation, attributed to
Byzantine emperor Manuel II Paleologus circa 1391: “Show me just what
Muhammad brought that was new and there you will find things only evil
and inhuman, such as his command to spread by the sword the faith he
preached.” Although we could discuss at length the disclaimers, nuances,
and judgments surrounding the Pope’s inclusion of this quotation, many
took offense to the address. The Vatican quickly released the following
statement:

As for the opinion of the Byzantine emperor Manuel Il Paleologus that he quoted
during his Regensburg talk, the Holy Father did not mean, nor does he mean, to
make that opinion his own in any way. He simply used it as a means to undertake —
' an academic context, and as is evident from a complete and attentive reading of
tl_le text ~ certain reflections on the theme of the relationship between religion and
Vlole.nce'm general, and to conclude with a clear and radical rejection of the religious
:7111::15:::0'" for violence, frjom whatever side it may come. [The Bope] sincerely.rgg-rgts
of the Maml.Passt’.!ges of his address could ha\fe sounded 9ffens:ve to the sensitivities
o uslim fal'thAful an.d should have been interpreted in a manner that in no way
fresponds to his intentions.?
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Here the Vatican effectively claims that 1f those nffcndcd had rcad more
closely, then they would not be offended. Regardless ”t, whether we agree
with the substance of the Church’s response, we can notice that the Vgncan
offers something akin to what we might expect from an annoving l»())'trlend:
“I'm sorry you feel that way, vou are mistaken to feel that way, and I did
not do anything wrong.” .

Some found the Vatican’s statement unsatistactory. Mohammed H;}bnb,
deputy leader of the Society of Muslim Brotherhood., questioned the Vatlcar‘l:
“Has he presented a personal apology for statements by which he clcar‘ly is
convinced? No. We want a personal apology. We feel that he has committed
a grave error.”'°

In an attempt to stem the growing tension created by his ;uidrc%. Fhe
day after the Vatican released irs statement the Pope included the following
comments in his weekly Angelus prayer:

At this time, [ wish also to add that I am deeply sorry for the reactions in some
countries to a few passages of my address at the University of Regensburg, whAlch
were considered offensive to the sensibility of Muslims. These in fact were a quotation
from a medieval text, which do not in any way express my personal thought. I hope
that this serves to appease hearts and to clarify the true meaning of my address,

which in its totality was and is an invitation to frank and sincere dialogue, with great
mutual respect,

Although major Western media outlets such as Reuters and The New York
Times described this as an “apology” from the Pope without much reflection
on the meaning of the term, others refused to recognize it as such.'* Yusuf

al-Qaradawi, an influentjal Egyptian Sunni scholar and host of a popular

Al-Jazeera Program, claimed thart the Pope’s statements “were no apology”
but rather amounted to

“an accusation against Muslims that they didn’t
gnderstand his words.”13 Mehmet Aydin, the Turkish religious affairs min-
ister with a doctoral degree in philosophy from the University of Edinburgh,
expressed similar reservations: “You either have to say this ‘I'm sorry" in
a proper Way or not say it at all. Are you sorry for saying such a thing or
becaL’lse of its consequences?” 4 Aydin thus wonders if we should read the
Pope’s statements as we would if someone explained that she was “sorry
you feel that way” anq thus regrets not her wrongdoing but your unfortu-

nate response to her justified actions. Grand She; )
Mohammed Sayed Tantawi rand Sheikh of Al-Azhar Mosque

- : escribed as “the highest
spiritual authority for nearly il slims,”*s insisted that the
bl

s “inadequate ang not com
Muslims’ feelings.”17 Sheikh
tinian Territories, called for
to 1.5 billion Muslims in th;

mensurate with the moral
Mohammag Hussein, Grand
the Pope to issye “a personal

damage caused to
Mufti of the Pales-

and clear apology
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Others appeared openly uncertain. A leader of the Muslim Brotherhood
first described the Pope’s statements as a “sufficient apology,” but later in
that same day reversed course: “It does not rise to the level of a clear apology
and, based on this, we're calling on the Pope of the Vatican to issue a clear
apology that will decisively end any confusion.”’? Still others, including
Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and Malaysian Prime Minister
Ahmad Badavi, took more favorable views of the Pope’s clarifying gestures.
A representative from the Muslim Council of Britain called the Pope’s state-
ments a “good first step.” Ajmal Masroor of the Islamic Society of Britain
described the Pope’s statement as “greatly noble.”*° According to the pres-
ident of Rome’s Islamic cultural center, Italian Muslims had accepted the
Pope’s apology and this was “a closed chapter.”*!

As religious leaders and heads of state debated the incendiary remarks
and subsequent statements, students in Islamabad burned effigies of the
Pope.** Christian establishments were bombed in Nablus and Gaza City.*}
The Lashkar-e-Toiba allegedly issued a Fatwa calling for the Pope’s death.
According to one source, the Islamic Salafist Boy Scout Battalions promised
to kill all Christians in Iraq if the Pope did not apologize properly.*4
Iragi Al-Qaeda threatened to punish all “worshippers of the cross™ for
the Pope’s remarks.*s Two days after the Angelus prayer, two Somalis mur-
dered a nun and her bodyguard in Mogadishu, allegedly in response to the
Regensburg address.** According to Al-Jazeera, those who kidnapped and
beheaded Christian priest Paulos Iskander had demanded a denunciation by
his church of the Pope’s statements in addition to a ransom of $350,000.%7
To some degree, all of this resulted from perceived deficiencies in the Pope’s
remarks.

Might we appeal to some measure of apologies to adjudicate between
these competing interpretations? This book explores the issues underlying
these questions: What is an apology? What are its constitutive elements?
Must it convey moral substance? How does it bear social meaning in var-
lous traditions and contexts? Has its meaning been subverted or abused
within modern public and private life? Are its moral meanings — which surely
evolved from notions of repentance shared by ancient religious traditions -
be'coming obsolete in a secular and multicultural era? Is our dissatisfaction
Wl_th.many contemporary apologies a form of nostalgia for the moral cer-
tainties of the past? Must we agree on the answers to these questions if we
are to be morally compatible?

Apologies: A Philosophical Genealogy
g:;iortunat.ely, the history of philosophy offers little guidance in answering
€ questions and in fact only seems to confuse us further. The Confessions
Of both St, Augustine and Rousseau offer moments of contrition but do not
ElVe much c?xplicit thought to the nature of apologies as such. Montaigne
XPressed his skepticism for the related practice of repentance.*® Austin and

#
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Searle offered some analysis of apologics as spccgh acts, hur‘m.ost rcsegrcl:
influenced by their discussions migrated into the hield of »lmgmsncs_. chntl.as
notion of “apologetic discourse™ in response to th.c \'l()lcn(c‘ ot reducing
the Other has become quite influential within Continental philosophy and
various forms of Cultural Studies, but this notion of apology has hccgme a
rather technical concept typically invoked in radical contrast to the traditions
of freedom and moral responsibility that inform more common usage of
the term. Perhaps the most critical attention to the subject in thc hlstor.y
of philosophy has been devored to Heidegger's fatlure to apologize for his
service to the Nazi Party. '

Given the dearth of analyses of apologies in Western philosophical tra-
ditions, it is especially ironic that so many introductory philosophy courses
begin with Plato’s Apology. Socrates is anything but apologetic as the term
has come to be understood. Instead, he provides an apologia (amoAoyia) as
Wwas customary in the classical Greek legal system in rebuttal to the prosecu-
tion’s accusations. Apologia still finds use in this sense of offering a defense
of one’s position, and the field of apologetics h
the long tradition of defending and reinforci
ularly Christian beliefs — through argument

justificatory use in his Apology for Raymond
we consider an “apologist”
defends causes by using var
ence an audience, sometime
Press secretary or a corpor
apologist compensated for

The modern use of apol
a defense seems to have g
when Shakespeare used it

as come to be associated with
ng religious doctrine - partig.‘-
ation. Montaigne intends this
Sebond.*? In modern parlance
to be a sort of spokesperson who promotes and
ious rhetorical strategies to spin facts and influ-
s performing this service for pay. A White House
ate defense attorney comes to mind as a modern
her ability to forward partisan arguments.

0gy as an admission of wrongdoing, rather than
ained momentum around the sixteenth century,

in Richard 11 1o imply a kind of regret.** John-

son’s 1755 dictionary noted the historical tension and steered the definition
toward the modern sense:

oward t “Apology generally signifies rather excuse than
vindication, and tends rathe

T'to extenuate the fault, than prove innocence.” !
Hence the common usage of apology may have drifted from a general notion
of a defense to 3 Particular kind of defense in the

' form of an excuse. John-
sop noted that thig trend wasg “sometimes unreg
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into usage around 1754 and defined “apology” and “sorry” as a poor sub-
stitute, as in a “sorry excuse for a friendship” or “crackers served as but
an apology for dinner.”?* The Oxford English Dictionary recognizes each
of these forms as acceptable definitions of “apology.”3 Given this, con-
sider the complex role of an attorney acting as a paid apologist in the old
sense instructing her client to offer something like an apology in the mod-
ern sense because this may be her best rhetorical strategy for the optimal
legal outcome. Now imagine the attorney carefully calibrating the apology
to avoid admitting wrongdoing. It would not be surprising if the offended
party in such a claim suffered from uncertainty about the meaning of such
an “apologetic” exchange. Add to this the arguments in the two pioneering
books on apologies - one by sociologist Nicholas Tavuchis and the other
by psychiatrist Aaron Lazare — that both understand apologies primarily as
social tools.>* Lazare and Tavuchis provide extremely thoughtful analyses
and I do not wish to underestimate the importance of the many pragmatic
functions of apologies. Use, however, is only one source of apologetic mean-
ing. In addition, not all of the uses of apologies and their imitators - even
those leading to apparently beneficial consequences - are entirely good. How
can we make sense of apologies as they transform from the ancient notion
of a legal defense to the modern notion of contrition for wrongdoing, but
then occasionally return to their roots as a kind of concealed legal, political,
and personal rhetorical stratagem?

Why Study Apologies?

Readers might legitimately ask whether we should expend effort to under-
stand apologies better. A thought experiment may provide the best way to
answer that question: take a moment to identify the apology that would be
most meaningful for you to receive.

Perhaps you think of an apology from a parent, a spouse, a sibling, a
colleague, or an estranged friend. Perhaps the person who defrauded, disfig-
ured, or humiliated you comes to mind. Perhaps you think of the leader of
the platoon that bombed your town. Maybe an apology from the president
of your own country would matter most to you. You might want an apology
from a group, like the Nazi Party, the United Nations, the Janjaweed, or
Enron Corporation.

~ I'do not have any unusually traumatic events in my past, but when I con-
sider the apologies that would be most meaningful to me I imagine that they
would directly address my deepest pains, fears, values, and hopes. My life
anc} my relationships would be fundamentally different after these apologies.
hings would be better and more just. This book attempts to explain how
an apology, which at first glance may seem like an artifact of old-fashioned
€tiquette, can have such power.
o ThF following chapters describe the various ways that apologies can ha.vc
€aning for us, but we can preview a few here. An apology can recognize

e
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that we have been harmed, helping us to undcrsr.n‘xdv what happened a.nd
why. The person apologizing accepts blame for (117 DL ;.m.d she cx}?la‘ms
why her actions were wrong. This validates the victim's hclwrs.. .;md se tjan
begin or resume a relationship based on these shared values. The ()mn‘ er
also treats us differently at the most fundamental level when she apologizes
to us: instead of viewing us as an obstacle to her self-interests, we hgcome a
person with dignity. If the apologizer regrets her actions and promises not
to repeat them, we can take some security in the hope that she will not hgrm
us again. This provides a reason to trust the offender and may be terribly
important if she is someone for whom the victim carcs dccpl}:. An ;1p()|9g)'
can also provide the victim with relief for her injury, ranging from nominal
gestures of communion to considerable economic compensation. An apology
may also punish injustice. |

When we think of apologies in these respects, we can appreciate why
personal and political relationships m
act has the power to mend a broken f
of the festering injuries that cause so
as our global conflicts, apologies oft

ay hinge on them and why a pcnit'ent
amily or avert a war. If we think of all
much pain in our intimate lives as x\.fell
en seem like the best means of clc;mlpg
and stitching those wounds, Whether a petty insult that has poisoned family

dynamics for generations or an era of brutal oppression against a racial
minority that haunts a nation, what |

often serve as the most effective mean
Although apologies serve numeroy
value in terms of these utilitarian ben
our deontological commitments and
Apologies can also speak directly to
when value and meaning seem to ero

describe as a categorical apology can
s of mitigating social conflicts. ‘

s purposes and we can think of their
efits, they often strike at the heart of
call on us to honor our basic duties.
our character and integrity. At a time
de into a morass of selfish and nihilistic
apology when we refuse to allow
le. Apologies flag when someone

¥ meaningful, many of us know all
se. At least three factors cloud our
We are uncertain about what a full apology
itence; 2) we often con-
an apology - such as the

ual to a full apology; and
ay accept whatever satisfies our lowest stan-

W€ can consider ourselves “apologized to0.” I

convey muddled or deceptive sentiments and I
& such gestyreg. With this,

SOIry” - to be eq
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less because of our confusion. Although it might seem harmless if someone
provided an insubstantial apology for stepping on my toe, it could be a grave
injustice for an offender to dupe a victim of abuse into settling for a pur-
posefully deceptive apology. Whether an innocent mistake or an intentional
manipulation of our confusion about apologies, this occurs regularly in quar-
rels among friends, expressions of remorse from convicts, and declarations
between nations. When a victim knows what kinds of meanings she wants
from an apology, she can hold the offender to these standards rather than
artificially inflate the meaning of a few sympathetic words offered to mollify
her. If she expects a categorical apology in a romantic or criminal context,
vacuous or manipulative language will not deceive her. In addition, apol-
ogizing begrudgingly, equivocally, or evasively can embrace or compound
the initial wrongdoing rather than repudiate and correct it. Fluency in the
language of apologies should provide a defense against politicians, corpo-
rate executives, attorneys, criminals, or lovers who seek to use the illusion
of their moral transformation to win our favor.

Under my theory we should view the words “I am sorry” with the same
scrutiny we would apply to the words “I love you” spoken on a first date - the
declaration may be meaningful in some senses but we would need to know
much more before we could make a well-informed judgment. This renders the
slogan from Erich Segal's L.ove Story claiming that “love means never having
to say you’re sorry™ doubly problematic. Although 1 have some difficulty
interpreting this statement, | suspect he intends it to convey the idea that those
who love each other will always necessarily reconcile (or perhaps never need
reconciling). Because love presupposes reconciliation and apologies provide
but a tool to achieve reconciliation, apologies are of no use to those who
love each other. Yet notice how such a statement elides the complexities of
love and the complexities of apologies, compounding two banalities into
a third regarding the relationship between love and apologies. With such
adages lodged in our cultural memory we should not find it surprising that
apologies within intimate relationships can be such a source of befuddlement
and contention.

I'should also emphasize the prescriptive component of my theory here.
My point is not only to help us measure the apology we get against the
apology we want. We might be entirely confused about apologetic meaning,
and our desire alone does not determine what makes for a suitable apology.
As we reflect on apologetic meaning, I expect that we will want more from
ap'ologies in our lives. Instead of seeking only an expression of sympathy, we
might realize that we deserve much more and demand it. I hope that thinking
about apologies in the ways I suggest will empower victims to some degree.

h°§e who understand the contours of apologetic meaning should probably

feceive better apologies.
2 fv::t(}:]an appreciate the meanings of apologies .for the apologizer as well
€ victim. As the lucid work of Trudy Govier and Wilhelm Verwoerd

.
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emphasizes, apologies are not only for vict'ims..“ lic‘;ulnnngI I(lju\r:lt(c): :]let::
dialects of apologetic meaning seems csscnqql for our morAnv ¢ ‘v;; drift.
Apologies can anchor our moral lives, promising that our ‘ulp(fm r;c ordnt
too far from our values. As children, we learn about morahty 11}1' arge ;:Ni”
| when our parents and teachers admonish us o ;]p()l()gl‘/.c.s() that we w :
| reflect on the nature of our behavior and become mtcgrarc.d ntoa nor)manv
‘ community. As we mature, apologizing can mark an occasion whcrf we pa:iusi
| and self-consciously honor our abstract moral heliefs  we h;n'-c W r()ﬁge ;)
‘ have been wronged and we must denounce the trespass or risk losing the
| ‘ value jeopardized by it. Because of their importance to our moral gr;])wlt ,
- apologies have become integral to twelve-step programs sx'nch as Alcoholics
‘\ | Anonymous that attempt to reorient the moral lives of th.mr mcmhcﬁ "
] Understanding when and how to apologize can provide invaluable insig tj
| into our relationships with others. Since working on these issu'es. .l have t(')un
| myself increasingly aware of the moral dimensions of my daily interactions.

| Instead of tossing out half-hearted “sorrys” when I fail to take out the trash as
Nl My spouse requested, for instance, I can now identify the deeper underlying
!\ ‘ harm (such as not listening to or respecting her), apprcciatc why 1 h]a\i/s
\ indeed committed an offense that should not be taken lightly, and expla

‘ to her why [ am really remorseful. Instead of arguing about the garbage, we
| realize that this spat really concerns how we treat each other. An irlcrczlsed
apologetic acuity can provide insights into the moral core of our relationships
and make us more socially wise. This does n '
our lives must be categorical. We may take comfort in a mere expression
of sympathy and we May appreciate the sentiment of a confused but W_C“-
intentioned attempt to apologize. In all of these cases, however, deciphering
i the apology should help us to understand our interactions better.

ot entail that every apology in

\ The Meanings and ¢
‘ Apologies are far m

‘ apply some binary stand
apology. Instead of worryi
L' wonder how we|] it's

to what extent it conveys
ings. I will refer to these as a “loose

»” but others may prefer Wittgenstein’s
In some cases, a victim may desire each

she may only seek one sort of

meani i
ning such a5 3 sincere athy or a remorseless payment

to cover the cost of repair.

~In fthe initigl portions of this book | attempt to defend why I prefer speak-
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illuminating, with much of my work devoted to the inexact science of parsing
the distinct spheres of meaning from each other. I begin by considering how
an apology can explain the history of an injury. Contested facts often lie
at the heart of moral conflicts, and this meeting of the minds between the
offender and offended can in certain circumstances be the most significant
and hardest-earned aspect of an apology. I then brave the knotty question of
the relation between apologies and responsibilities. I subdivide this into con-
cerns regarding 1) the distinction between accepting blame and expressing
sympathy, as we often find in the form of “I am sorry that X happened to
you”; 2) the general relationship between causation and moral responsibility
and how debates within this complex field relate to apologetic meaning; 3)
the status of accidents and surprisingly common denials of intent in the form
of “I didn’t mean to X™; and 4) the problem of standing, where one person
apologizes for another.

I then note the significance of identifying each moral wrong in the act to
be apologized for. This entails both explicitly naming the offense as a blame-
worthy violation of a moral value and naming each violation rather than
covering over a host of wrongs with an undifferentiated and generic state-
ment of contrition. Categorical regret also plays a role. The categorically
regretful offender believes her actions were wrong and she would not under-
take them again if confronted with similar circumstances and temptations,
which differs from a belief that the harm she caused was justified but unfor-
tunate. I then consider the various ways in which the performance of the
apology can alter meaning. The problems of reform and reparation present
humerous points of discussion, as do questions regarding the emotions and
intentions of the apologizer. Each of these spheres of meaning invokes lively
debates within contemporary philosophy that I cannot hope to resolve here.
Instead, I note their relevance by explaining how various presuppositions
would color one’s view of apologetic meaning.

‘ After outlining these spheres of apologetic meaning, I consider the rela-
tionship between apologies and gender and the often-cited presumption that
women apologize more than men do. The different meanings of apologies
also track various religious and cultural traditions, and I briefly suggest how
contemporary notions of apologies map onto diverse practices of repentance.
FIQm here I entertain the possible meaning of unusual cases of apologizing to
amt'nals, infants, machines, the deceased, and oneself. I conclude the initial
Séctions by examining the relationship between apologies and forgiveness.
If} an attempt to reconstruct some helpful shorthand for thinking about
different kinds of apologies, I then classify a few different types of apologies.
Rath.er than a set of predigested answers or a checklist, I attempt to offer
3 uide to how we can think about individual apologies within particular
contexts,
thev:(l)trl: this fram_ework ir'1 place, 1 devoFe consider.able space to identifying

s of meaning possible for collective apologies, such as those offered

o
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by heads of states and corporate leaders. Such apologies, Fargue, are often
quite confused and face very serious objections it they claim to offer the sorts
of meaning desired from individual apologies. The conclusion previews my
next book, which will be devoted entirely to apologies i law.

Lintend this introduction to prepare readers for an intricate account of
apologies. For those secking a succinct guide to apologizing, vou might first
read the section titled Varieties of Apologies and then consult other sections
for clarification. If vou have a strong stomach tor moral nuances and would
like to see how the sausage is made, I hope reading on repays vour efforts.




PART ONE

Apologies from Individuals

In speaking of lies, we come inevitably to the subject of truth. There is nothing
simple or easy about the idea. There is no “the truth,” “a truth” - truth is not
one thing, or even a system. It is an increasing complexity. . ..

This is why the effort to spcak honestly is so important. Lies are usually attempts
to make everything simpler - for the liar - than it really is, or ought to be. ...

Itis important to do this because it breaks down human self-delusion and isolation.
Itis important to do this because in so doing we do justice to our own complexity.
It is important to do this because we can count on so few people to go that hard

way with us.

Adrienne Rich, from “Women and Honor: Some Notes on Lying ™'






CHAPTER ONE

The Meanings of Apologies

Much of our private and public moral discourse occurs in the giving, receiv-
ing, or demanding of apologies, yet we rarely make explicit precisely what
we expect from a gesture of contrition. As a result, apologizing has become
a vague, clumsy, and sometimes spiteful ritual. We intuitively understand
that certain kinds of apologies can be life transforming for both victims and
offenders. Some apologies, however, can be worse than none at all. Empty
gestures may masquerade as soul-searching apologies, sometimes because
this seems like the least burdensome means of restoring a relationship to its
status quo. On other occasions, an offender may intentionally wish to deceive
or manipulate a victim with an apology. Such duplicity occurs not only
between adversaries but also among friends, relatives, and lovers. Whether
:an unrepentant executive orders her attorney to feign contrition so that an
injured party will settle a claim or an abusive husband with no intention to
r§fqrm says to his wife that he is “sorry that” she is upset, we can see how
victims stand to suffer further injuries if they attribute more meaning to an
apology than warranted.

.This brings me to the passage from Adrienne Rich quoted at the outset of
t.hlS chapter: “Lies are usually attempts to make everything simpler - for the
liar - than it really is, or ought to be.” Apologies are complex interactions,
and many attempts to simplify them use ‘sorry’ to obscure injustices rather
than to accept blame for wrongdoings. Many apologies lie.

Although 1 certainly have not discovered the “one true essence” of the
Besture, I consider in some detail various elements central to historical prac-
tices of apologizing. By isolating these different aspects of apologies, we can
§ain a more honest understanding of how they form the nexus of meaning
to thCh we refer in English as “apologizing.”
ac}fi:::lls use the. neologism “categorical apology™ to describe an apology that

meaning across each of the elements I discuss. We can understand
:::;?:tri l‘feali :e[;(ilfy as a kind of prescriptive stipulainT, Ol',lif you prefer,
o . According to my account, a categorical apology amounts
fare and burdensome act. Under certain circumstances, some forms of

17
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apologetic meaning may not be possible regardless of how badly we desire
them. This is not to say that we should dismiss anything short of a cate-
gorical apology as worthless, and I will provide classifications for typical
noncategorical apologies as well. I hope that these distinctions will guide us
toward the sorts of meaning we can strive for in a ny particular apology and
help us to compare the apologics we receive with our expectations.

Rather than focusing on the semantics or definition of the term “apol-
ogy,” I am primarily concerned with the various kinds of soctal meanings of
apologies. Instead of emphasizing the social significance of apologies as 1 do,
one might approach their meaning from a different direction. A linguistic
analyst might expect me to answer the question *“What is the meaning of the
word ‘apology’?” Here “meaning™ refers to something like the definition
of the term “apology.” From this perspective, the important philosophical
work consists of determining the necessary conditions for belonging to the
group of things called “apologies” and then me
against this standard. The title of Louis Kort’s ¢
captures the spirit of this methodology. Kort fr
ing to the following calculus: “Let Xand Y be people, and U be an utterance.
Then, in saying U to Y, X apologizes to Y for something, A, if and only if
the following conditions obtain... ™" One type of question guides such an
analyst: “Is U an apology?” The answer to this question is cither yes or no.

Because 1t.effectively presents us with two choices, I describe such a pproaches
to apologies as binary,

Consider a few definitions from diverse meth
Lazare, a professor of psychiatry,

asuring particular examples
ssay “What Is an Apology?
ames his evaluations accord-

odological perspectives.
offers the following “basic definition™ of an
While fndie fan offense and an expression of remorse. ™
e 1 1 irati i g . i
John § nlmg 1S primary inspiration in philosophers like J. I.. Austin and
n [13 o o * . .
lingui :af 5 t(file ;peech-act” tradition pervades treatments of apologies in
1stics an ial sci : )
e other social sciences.) Austin classifies apo
¢ utterances because, under certaip conditions, the
apologize” is const

aPOlOgize,” to som

logies as perfor-
act of uttering, “I
king the words “I

expres

sion of embarragg
ment gn in. : Q
had been expe d chagrin, clarification that one knows what conduct

cted and sym . >
athiz .
p es with the application of negative sanction: verbal
3
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rejection, repudiation, and disavowal of the wrong way of behaving along with
vilification of the self that so behaved; espousal of the right way and an avowal
henceforth to pursue that course; performance of penance and the volunteering of

restitution.”

Like the preponderance of speech-act theorists, Goffman argues that apolo-
gies in all facets of existence are “drawn from a single logically coherent
framework of possible practices.”®

Despite the fact that Searle and Goffman devoted but a few pages between
them to the subject of apologies, they inform many of the subsequent defi-
nitions. Following Goffman, linguist Janet Holmes defines an apology as “a
speech act addressed to B’s face needs and intended to remedy an offense
for which A takes responsibility, and thus to restore equilibrium between A
and B (where A is the apologizer, and B is the person offended).”® Philoso-
pher Kathleen Gill, also citing Goffman, provides the following “necessary
conditions for apologizing”:

1. At least one of the parties believes that the incident actually occurred.

2. At least one of the parties involved believes that the act was inappropriate.
If the person offering the apology does not believe the act inappropriate,
she must be willing to accept the legitimacy of the addressee having taken
offense.

3. Someone is responsible for the offensive act. And either the party offering
the apology takes responsibility for the act, or there is some relationship
between the responsible actor and the apologizer such that her taking
responsibility for offering the apology is justifiable.

4. The apologizer must have an attitude of regret with respect to the offensive
behavior and a feeling of remorse in response to the suffering of the victim.

5- The person to whom the apology is offered is justified in believing that
the offender will try to refrain from similar offenses in the future.™

Originating as a means of measuring the competence of those learning a sec-
ond language, the Cross-Cultural Speech Acts Realization Project developed
a system for analyzing apologetic speech acts across cultures and divides
apologies into five components described as the “apology speech act set.” !
The system includes an “illocutionary force indicating device” (such as the
Wwords “I'm sorry™), an account of what caused the violation, the speaker’s
acceptance of responsibility for the harm, an offer to redress the injury, and
a promise to forbear from reoffending.’* Within such works we find tables
indicating the “Operationalization of Apology Components and Definitions
or Strength Ratings” and quantitative data measuring the outcomes."?
My own attempts to provide a definition of apologies collapsed under
a ba"_age of questions. What if I express remorse for events that I did not
UL Inany obvious sense, for example the African slave trade or Rwandan
fgt‘;ﬁl‘qe? Should this “count” as an apology? Ha\./e I apologized if I admit
the sel;mg the' harm and .provide some compensation, but I fear that I la.tck
“restraint to act differently in the future? If I reoffend after uttering

.
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heartfelt apologetic words and providing generous rcdrgss, do lh;vm'rjul r(r)]l)j
apology in some sense? Must | exXperience certain cmu(mn\».mf fntc‘nasli)t \
ogized properly? If so, which emotions and o wh;u_ degree () in ‘(.. : y?
Or consider philosopher Glen Pettigrove’s sensible view tl.mt | if we a}\lfe
no intention of making reparation, doing pcnancc,.n-nd acting ]ustlyumht'le
future, then the offer of an apology is infclicit()us."' I h.us, lu-‘.lr.gucs, while
an apology absent reparation may be an apology in form, it is not onehm
substance.”’+ But what if | apologize on my deathbed, gndcrst;mdmg that
I will regrettably never be able to complete penance, rcfurm my behavior,
Or compensate the victim for the harms I caused her? If 1

am too poor to
provide commensurate restitution

»is an apology bevond my means? Wha.t
if the person to whom [ apologize is already dead? Can this “resm@ equi-
librium” between us? What if my family practices a tradition requiring a
repentant offender to bake an apple pie ¢
words are needed given the symbolic meaning of the (PRSI &5 & (eSS ©
reconciliation? Would it be 4 mistake to describe an offering of this sort
as an apology? More confounding questions surface when we ask about
whether collectives can apologize. Does it m
of a nation as apologizing for events in js
sort riddled my attempts to offer
sense that determining whether s
the question that mogt interested

Talso came to realize that I wa
language. Language may relate t
especially as understood by phil
Searle, however, is the philosoph
interdisciplinary studies of apol
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a satisfying definition and left me with a
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osophers like Wittgenstein and Brandom.
er exerting the strongest influence on most
ogies. He explicitly claims that to “study
0gizing we need only study sentences whose
literal and correct utterance would constituge making a promise or issuing
an apology.1s Regardless of the importance of speech acts in the study of
¢re are other aspects to rituals of contrition. In many apolo-
X rds exchanged provide but a glimpse into their meanings and
their .predominant social value unfolds in the gestures, actions, habits, and
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considerable apologetic mean; s
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technical sense, but I suspect that few of us would find a speaker appropri-
ately contrite if she states “I apologize for your stupidity” after an intense
argument. Similarly, linguistic analyses have focused on the locutionary
structure of apologies to such an extent that some consider disingenuous
acts of contrition to be legitimate examples of apologies, just as a broken
promise remains a promise and a false assertion remains an assertion.'?
Although this makes sense within a project that seeks only to determine
what “counts” as an apology, it leaves unconsidered the fine-grained differ-
ences between apologies that make them significant to us.?°

Occasions also arise when an offender explains that she was morally
wrong for causing harm to you, deeply regrets the pain you have suffered,
provides generous compensation for the injuries, undergoes a radical trans-
formation, and never commits the offense again. All of this could take place
without the words “sorry™ or “apologize” being uttered and the interaction
could thus fall outside the scope of some studies of apologies. I expect such
examples are quite common. Instead of offering the words “apology” or
“sorry,” we sometimes employ different methods to convey similar mean-
ing. We might cognitively restructure the event, perhaps thanking a per-
son we have wrongly delayed (“Thank you for your patience”) rather than
apologizing for our tardiness (“I apologize for making you wait™).*' Alter-
natively, we might skip to requesting to be excused or granted forgiveness, as
in “Please excuse me for wasting your valuable time.” As numerous articles
on obstacles faced by non-native speakers suggest, apologizing in other lan-
guages and between languages further complicates matters.** Indeed, some
cultures have no equivalent terms for “Pm sorry” and instead the offender
.self-denigrates or expresses appreciation for the victim’s ability to bear the
imposed burden.*?

I do not fault studies of the language of apologies for focusing on
the proper domains of their areas of expertise to the exclusion of other
Perspectives. Indeed, I find their contributions invaluable. Because the
philosophical study of apologies has focused on apologies as speech acts,
however, I want to advise readers that I approach the subject from a differ-
ent perspective. Instead of defining apologies and then judging what actions
fall \A{ithin the scope of this definition, I seek a theory of apologies capable of
lllummating how this potentially profound interpersonal gesture can trans-
form our understanding of our social world and ourselves. This shifts the
focus from the definition of the term to its value within our lives. [ want to

OW not only whether something is an apology, but also whether it performs
certain functions and conveys desired meanings.

'Il'he Meanings of “Meanings”

tEa}:,ISﬁzo% book Meaning, David Cooper takes a broad view of meapfng

o nd compelling and applicable to the study of apologies.¢ In ac!dmon
€ €anonical texts in the philosophy of language, Cooper takes his cues

o
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1

| i W g d humans

i from Continental philosophers like Mcrlcau-i’ontfx who undarsmn_ f
| as “traffickers in meaning” and words as things “into which the history o }::
whole language is compressed.”*S For (ji)(ipci. in 'ordcr “t(j gali'g‘chthe r’eacd
3 of meaning, we should attend ro the usc of the English i\'()rd slgmhgfmce ank
| its cognates as well as to that of ‘meaning.’” " In 4rh|s sense, we uml sp;a
of the meaning of works of art and everyday objects .hkc rlic h(m{ ;r at
that repeatedly returns to a Kundera character, “cach time with a different
: meaning.”*” As Cooper argues, “anything _ |
i“ context, be spoken of as having meaning.”** Cooper continues: JUS_( 353
| terrain may contain, but extend beyond, the fields that ha\"e hccn‘cultlvate
| upon it, so the terrain of meaning extends beyond the fields of made.-tO-
measure items.” “Is there g name for that terrain?” he asks. Wc might
N call it ‘the world,’ in the sense made familiar by phcnomennlogist:s...ii::
i il world of things and events as...taken up into and related to our lives.
‘ y Here the study of meaning considers not only locution or syntax b.ut also
| existence in its many layered and diverse forms. To underscore the point tilat
all things can have different meanings depending on the contexts in which
we find them and the frameworks through which they are viewed, we need
; think only of the diverse senses of meaning invoked by Grice's 41l1&l|}i515' of
| utterances, Heidegger’s excursus on a broken hammer, Van Gogh’s depiction
| of a wheat field, or Clov’s jest in Endgame: “Mean something! You ;md. I
I mean something! Ah, thats 4 good one!™* Even silence or nonsense will
have different meaning depending on where we find it.

My primary question is not “What is the meaning of ‘apology’?” but
rather “What are the s ings of apologies?” We share a sensc that

at all may, in the appropriate

s they restrict their study to a bio-
logical classification of “life,” Philosophers do net use “meaning” to refer
'to a definition when they speak of the “meaning of life.” Instead, meaning
invokes a “sense” of how the world and oyr experiences in it come to have
1mp01jtance for us. Meaning here includes not only what is signified, but also
what. 18 significant, valued, worthy, and interesting. Such existential meaning
considers, a5 phenomenologists refer to it, liyeq human experience as well
as the linguistic Conventions that contribute to sych experiences. From this
Perspective, we cap g

: ee how 3 question like “What i marriage?” differs from
asking, “What does it i .
8, €S 1t mean to be married?” Understanding the meaning of

: and economic forces.
Ing of 3 firgt kiss, a dollar bill, or an
y the question “What is an apology?”

SItmean to give apq receive an apology

¢garding the Mmean
apology. | therefore explore not op|

ut also the broader issue “What doe
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in a given context?” Here the significance of an apology relates to a broader
cradle of meaning in which it nests, including ultimate frameworks such as
those provided by religious worldviews. A benefit of this approach arises
from its attention to how underlying social conditions inform nuanced inter-
actions like apologies. The meaning of an apology does not exist exclusively
within the minds of victims and offenders, but also within and because of the
elaborate social space between them. This should also help us to remember
that apologies hold meaning for offenders and communities as well as for
victims. 3!

I argue that apologetic meaning can span several different “forms,”
“kinds,” or “spheres” of value (to reference Michael Walzer’s Spheres of
Justice).3* Apologies can be valuable in diverse and distinct ways. I devote
the bulk of the initial portions of this book to explaining the various kinds of
meanings apologies can have, but they include things like the offender admit-
ting that she did something wrong, accepting responsibility for the harm she
caused, and experiencing appropriate emotions. Others have noted several
of the elements of apologies that I will consider, but I enjoy the luxury of
examining each element and the relations between the elements in more
detail than previous treatments.

Some apologies offer considerable significance across all of the central
forms of meaning, and I describe these as categorical apologies. Other apolo-
gies provide limited meaning for a few of the forms, and some expressions
offer little or no apologetic meaning in any of the forms. Some meanings are
primarily instrumental and serve other purposes; some apologetic meanings
are inherently valuable. An apology can be highly meaningful in one way
while being almost meaningless in another, for instance by accepting blame
for an injury but failing to provide any redress for the harm. As in Walzer’s
Sphere of Justice, the meanings between the forms of apologetic meaning are
largely incommensurable. If a tycoon injures me and writes me a generous
Fheck but refuses to admit wrongdoing, the meaning associated with accept-
ing blame will be absent regardless of how much she pays me. Inversely,
an admission of wrongdoing without redress would lack a certain kind of
meaning regardless of how emphatically the offender denounces her actions.

We can use the following terms, some of which may resonate a bit differ-
ently across disciplines, to describe aspects of my methodology: multivari-
al?le, multidimensional, contextualist, and both descriptive and prescriptive
Without committing to a single moral theory. We might think that we can
locate every apology on a single one-dimensional scale from the meaning-
less o the meaningful, but I claim that apologies achieve varying degrees
of diverse forms of meanings in contextually specific fields of significance.
St}lifiyfolrtmls of meaning interrelate, bgt they can be sufficiently parsed for
ical a.p 013 so seenls unhelp”ful to d.escrlbe separate instances Qf even categor-
it rggles as “equally 'meam'ngful. Perfunctory apologles'for grievous

ay be more meaningful in some respects than apologies for minor



ﬁ

APOLOGIES FROM INDIVIDUALS
24
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meaningful expressions. Rather than asking what an apology is, I hope to
provide some insight into what an apology should be in various contexts.

Responding to Preliminary Objections

Ishould attempt to forestall a few potential confusions here. The notion of a
categorical apology appears to belie my claim that I want to focus on social
meanings rather than definitions: Ultimately, something is a categorical apol-
ogy because it satisfies certain necessary conditions or it is not. Although I
believe we — and I will say more later about who belongs in this “we” —
have such a categorical apology in mind when we seek a “full” apology, I
use the notion of a categorical apology as a matter of rhetorical convenience
rather than as a metaphysical assertion. In other words, I offer a prescrip-
tive stipulation to create a kind of shorthand for an apology that rises to
a certain level of comprehensiveness and intensity. 1 could have raised or
lowered the standard somewhat without losing its prescriptive force. My
determination of what counts as categorical, I admit, is entirely contestable
and the definitional questions raised against other theories can challenge my
notion of the categorical apology as well. I leave readers to ask these ques-
tions of my account as they arise in particular contexts. I imagine that the
substance of my analysis will be of value primarily in sensitizing us to the
gritty details of apologetic meaning, and I would be delighted if this leads to
more interesting questions about these enigmatic gestures. If someone desires
a “full” apology, this text may help her think through what sorts of mean-
ing that might require. Characterizing an offender’s actions as a categorical
apology amounts to perhaps the least significant aspect of the analysis, and
I'hope that my neologism does not prove too distracting.

One might object that my lack of a final definition of apology renders
me incapable of authoritatively describing actions that obviously do not
amount to apologies as such. Some statements, we might think, are just
clearly not apologies. Suppose my wife tells me that she will not share a
meal with me until | apologize for a recent infraction. I respond by asking
her to “please pass the salt.” By most accounts, my request for the salt
surely does not deserve to be considered an apology. Notice the work we
must do to explain why this seems so obvious. We will probably recite a list
of meanings that my request does not satisfy, claiming that such meanings
i essential components of an apology. Not only does my request not satisfy
these criteria, but it also seems to fall short in every sense.

But what if the argument that gave rise to her ultimatum concerned my
5}?:;;1216 manners, as my bgorish habits have grown intQIeFable to her and
that che iS tIO eat with me untll”l become more po!lte? In this light, my request
that T hgy p etise pass the salt' takes on more significance as an mdlcatlo'n
moment fe at least momentarily ma'de an effort to reform.. Perhaps from thlns
of SOmeth(‘)rward Iam a model of etiquette. Wh;t sgemed likea cl_ear example

Ing that was not an apology now drifts into a recognizable realm

;
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of apologetic meaning. Alternatively, imagine thatﬂl said, “Sorry, please pass
the salt.” Does the presence of the word “sorry” make the ggsfur\; mor;
apologetic? Would it now be “enough™ of an apology to q“‘"'"" LW need
to know more. How did [ intone the word? What were my mrcntlmls an

| emotions at the time? Did I reform my behavior? Or did 1 use .‘.‘sf)rry here
as I might ask a stranger at the next table in a !:t‘s[:lllr;lllr.. l‘“i‘CllSC mz,
please pass the salt.” Whether cither gesture satishes my wife WI”‘ fj‘iPe"

on the meaning she secks. We can also imagine even less apologetic LQS:)S,
for instance, if | responded to my wife's complaints about my manners by
telling her that I find her sensibilities bourgeois and if she Q(ws’ not like eating
with me she can file for a divorce. It would be difficult to find any npologcftlc
meaning here, byt | suspect we have little need for a framework like mine
in such cases because neither of us contests “whether [ have apologized
| or not,”
‘ As with all interesting philosophic
! leads to more fundamental and diffic
“ the worth of my actions, or should
mli quences of my statement provide the
‘ | we in control of them, and must requi
l acts? Does our exchange around the g
drama between autonomous agents ¢
petty and vindictjve automatons?
all social interactions, and I hop
apologies cannot ignore them.

al discussions, cach of these questions
ult issues. Do my intentions determine
my wife's perceptions and the conse-
best measurc? What arc emotions, are
site emotional states accompany moral
inner table represent an intricate moral
ranabsurd struggle for power between
Fundamental questions of this sort haunt
¢ to explain how a robust treatment of

, there are no precise boundaries regarding the
t as they have throughout history, the mean-
change once again. As Nietzsche put it, we
pocket, into which now this, now

a continually transforming river, no
> however, map the contours
Practices that run through its

has warned regarding polit-
llowing a mass atrocity.”?
inst which we can compare

¥ endings fo
heaveng aga
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that apologies leave us drowning in a sea of indeterminateness. Instead, we
can appreciate that the dialectical nature of apologies immerses us in the
richness of human experience.

A few further terminological notes may prove useful before we begin con-
sidering the various apologetic elements. As I discuss further in the sections
on intentions and emotions, note that an apology can be “sincere” without
being categorical. One can apologize, for instance with sincerity and in good
faith to the wrong person or for something for which they have no standing
to apologize. In other words, an apology can lack certain kinds of meaning
even if the apologizer “really means it.” I similarly avoid using “genuine”
because of its definition as either authentic in origin or motivated by sincere
intentions. Finally, I could place nearly every reference to the term “apol-
0gy” in scare quotes given the contested status of many of the examples.
That would be quite annoying, and I will instead trust readers to sustain
their critical sensitivity to the complexities of the many usages of the term.
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: CHAPTER TWO
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Elements of the Categorical Apology

| A. Corroborated Factual Record
|

. o outset, apolo-
L Contested facts often lie at the heart of moral mjuries. From the outset, ap
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much of oyr understanding of
together ambiguoys fragment
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event, but we also want the
my version of events becom
reconciliation tribunals, fo

and our world results from piccing
s of information into a moral narrative, N(?f
d what happened after a con fusing or traumatic
offender to share our understanding. With thlz
€s more than my biased perspective. In truth an

I instance, establishing an official account cor-
provides a primary function of the proceedings.
now how their loved ones suffered or died, who
pulled the trigger, who issued the orders, and other information relevant to

o a . . .- S
Injury. Such information not only allows victim

earsay. Confronting this
ull gravity of the injury,
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barely knew? How was the chair broken, and who broke it> We can imagine
the various sorts of information we might find pertinent in such a situation.

It can be difficult to distinguish the process of gathering information from
the act of assigning blame. At this stage, we try to establish a record upon
which we can judge wrongdoing; once we know what happened, we have
a factual record to evaluate. Exculpatory facts may emerge in the process
of learning about the events. My son might explain that he was studying
with his two friends when several uninvited classmates stormed the house.
If credible, such information would likely shift our moral judgments and
thereby alter the meaning of — and perhaps the need for — an apology from
my son. Again, we need a factual record to consider before an apology can
go much further.

I should emphasize that the offender’s mental states at the time of the
offense will often amount to significant facts. What, for instance, were the
offenders’ intentions and emotions? Did my son throw the party to spite me
in response to being punished?> Knowing the symbolic meaning of the heir-
loom chair, did he intentionally destroy it as an act of contempt for our
family? Did he mistakenly believe that he had permission to have a party
while we were away, and the destruction of the chair resulted from an unfore-
seeable accident? I consider the role of these distinctions at length later, but
I'mention them here in order to point to their status as elements of a thor-
ough factual account of an offense. Given the number of apologies that claim
_the offender “did not mean to” cause the harm at issue, it seems especially
mportant to include this information in the record to the best of our ability.

This fact-gathering dimension of apologies may seem so obvious that we
often miss it completely. If I confront my son about the party and broken
Ch.air and he responds by saying “I'm sorry” or even “I’'m really sorry and it
will never happen again,” I have limited means of judging just what he did.
For what does he apologize? What will he never do again? If I do not know
what he apologizes for, then the meaning of the apology remains inscrutable
to some degree. Consider a similar gap in the apology provided by scuba
instructor Karl Jesienowski, who failed to notice that he returned to shore
after. anouting with two fewer customers than he departed with, leaving them
to die on the Great Barrier Reef. “Somehow they fell through the system,”
he stated, « apologize, I sincerely apologize.”” Based on this statement,
W3 ‘%0 not know the circumstances surrounding the deaths. For just what,
Specifically, is he apologizing? Was he drinking on the job? Was the boat
overcrowded and understaffed? Did the divers engage in risky behavior that
might shift culpability to them and away from Jesienowski? Alternatively,
p erbaPS an unforeseeable equipment failure played a prominent role in the
?:;lgﬁ:::; Asl consider.later, such details can be quite significant when assign-

e'and evaluating the worth of an apology.
eXpArescsr:;lal absence of inf(')r'mation can occur even v'vhen the qffender
considerable contrition, for example when Chinese Premier Zhu




e —_?
i [

| 1f

‘ i 30 APOLOGIES FROM INDIVIDUALS

Rongji responded to allegations that an explosion in a rural school killing

i thirty-eight children resulted from the underfunded school’s efforts to raise

f\ money by manufacturing fireworks. He stated: “] believe that, no mat-

‘ ter what the facts are, the State Council and I both bear unshirkable

responsibility.”* Although Lazare finds this a “successful apology” accord-

ing to his criteria, it would convey more meaning if it explained precisely

what occurred and stated Zhu’s own as well and his government’s role in

the tragedy.3 Otherwise we do not know what Zhu accepts responsibility

for, as he could be apologizing for initially denying the story, for not funding

the schools adequately, for forcing the children to work, or for failing to

promulgate safety standards that would have prevented such a catastrophe.

Without the factual record established in this manner we also cannot judge
} if Zhu and the council have standing to apologize, as discussed later.

| If the accused denies facts material to the offense, the discrepancy must

be resolved before some forms of meaning will be possible. An apology

Wlll occas.ionally admit to genera| wrongdoing while strategically conceal-

} Ing or misrepresenting facts, and we should be wary of subreption in

‘ these cases, During his gubernatorial campaign, six women accused Arnold

Schwarzenegger of

) sexually harassing them earlier in his career. He re-
sponded with the following statement;

» apologizing for his
aps he offers thig fact because we
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several of the acts in question occurred in a gym, a café, a hotel room, and
on a public street rather than on the mythological movie set.s

Another common strategy to frustrate a victim’s attempt to establish a
factual record involves a conditional apology, stating something to the effect
of “if I did X, as you claim I did but I deny, then I am sorry for X.” Sen-
ator Robert Packwood’s public statements after being accused of sexually
harassing at least a dozen women provide an infamous example of this. “I’'m
apologizing,” Packwood said, “for the conduct that it was alleged that I
did.”® Packwood insinuates that if the allegations were true then he would
apologize, but he denies their truth. This allows him to recognize the norm
at issue — that sexual harassment is indeed wrong — while denying that he
has breached it. Although commentators often cite Packwood’s statement
as an example of a “bad apology,” similar tactics are more common than
we might think. Alleged offenders often say something like “If anyone was
hurt by my actions, then I apologize.” Whereas such a statement may con-
firm that the offender did something that some may consider offensive (I
consider later the failure to affirm that others would be justified in taking
offense), the offender refuses to recognize or name the injury at issue. This
leaves open the possibility that there is no injury to speak of, and failing
to confirm the existence of an injury may infuriate someone who claims to
have been injured by the apologizer. We commonly find speakers of sex-
ist or racist remarks prefacing their apologies in this way, speculating that
“if anyone was offended by my comments, then I apologize.” Setting aside
the question of whether the remark indeed offended someone, an apology
may be appropriate from a deontological perspective regardless of the conse-
quences of a morally insensitive statement because not every wrong involves
Injury or offense to someone. One might need to apologize because she has
bre_aCth a moral duty, and this could be the case even if no one claims to
be injured. For these reasons we should be wary of apologies making use of
an “if” in these ways. I will say more about this later.

There may be cases in which the accused genuinely does not know what
franspired, for instance if she were to awaken from a violent accident hav-
18 0o memory of committing a transgression attributed to her. An apol-
ogy upder such circumstances may not be able to provide the victim with
Meaningful information, and the offender might resort to apologizing on a
record of events reconstructed by others. We can also be wary of those who
:}l;ltmn;lott to have.knowledge of the. facts as a passive means of implying
claimed tLanngeSSIF)ns occurred. This returns us to Packwood,‘who.later

at he “didn’t know” three of the seven women accusing him of
a;;allzsm.ef};fanq did not “recognize” their stpries.7 Thus he offered anqtheir
nowgi,’. I did things I can’t remerpber, didn’t know, or to people I dldp t
- » I'm embarr?ssed and I apologize.”® Packwood appears to apologize
Of remembering rather than for the acts he allegedly fails to remember,

a
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but even if he stated that he apologized 1f he harassed anvone, this wogld
still surely lack most apologetic meaning, Suppose Istate: “Fapologize if |
murdered Abraham Lincoln.™ We all know that I did not commit thi§ trans-
gression, and therefore I do not apologize. | merely recognize that ?t I were
the murderer, then it would be appropriate to apologize. Again, 1 affirm the
value at issue without implicating myself in transgressing, it.

Like offenders, victims and -m
represent facts relevant to an apology. Victims might embellish their njuries
for various reasons, and beyond cases of an offender’s memory loss we can

imagine situations in which a victim or her advocates hold power over the
accused and coerce her into offering

not commit. A parent may comm
she did not do, and a sentencing
gize for an offense even if she maj

accusers may also face temptations to mis-

an apology for acts she knows she Fiid
and a child to apologize for something
judge might require a convict to apolo-
ntains her innocence. An offender lnight
also offer an apology based on facts later proven wrong or that both parties
know to be inaccurate. In the former, parties may revise meaning across the
spheres of apologetic value depending on the significance of the new infor-
mation. In the latter, the apology may maintain various forms of meaning
Primarily oriented 1o the community withoyt providing much of the mean-
ing usually specific to the apologizer and recipient of the apology. In order
to deflect blame within a political administration, for example, a cabinet
member might stage a public apology to the president for committing an
offense that both know is actually the president's fault.

Legal proceedings undertake factual discovery of varying degrees of
breadth and depth in order to establish an official account sanctioned by
the'st.at.e_ For some, this corroboration of thejr story and memorialization of
their 'ury may constitute the Primary benefit of the legal action. According

to one study,'most victims of crime consider learning what transpired and
why as more :

. h2°’°°° for each surviving internee. Sir Hart-
- Prosecutor at the Nuremberg War Crimes

JECtives consigted not only in convicting
$0 i

Will provide a cont ! recording faces for the ages: “This
€mporar Stone and ap authoritative and
may turn for truth and future

touch

' Y
ich futyre historians
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politicians for warning.”'" Of course, problems of objectivity, indetermi-
nacy, revisability, and inexplicability riddle all attempts to write history. As
new facts and interpretations come into light or favor after an offender has
issued an apology, meanings will shift accordingly.

We should notice that an offender might confess and recount her deeds
without offering anything recognizable as an apology. Many conflicts never
move past this stage, as the alleged offender may admit the deeds but dig
in her heels and defend them. To use a humorous example, such a scenario
unfolds over the course of a Seinfeld episode as George badgers an acquain-
tance progressing through the steps of the Alcoholics Anonymous program
to apologize to him. George alleges that his friend refused to lend him his
sweater because he said that George would “stretch out the neck hole.”
When George confronts him, the friend admits his deed, defends it, and
offers sarcastic sympathy: “I'm so sorry that I didn’t want your rather bul-
bous head struggling to find its way through the normal-size neck hole of
my finely knit sweater.”'* Admissions and explanations may help us under-
stand what happened and perhaps even why it occurred such that we can
take measures to avoid similar harm in the future, but we can achieve this
without anything like regret or remorse. In this light, consider G. H. W.
Bush’s defiant statement during the 1988 presidential campaign after a
US. cruiser shot down an Iranian plane and killed 290 civilians: “I will
never apologize for the United States of America, I don’t care what the facts
are.”"3

Lastly, how these facts become known will also influence their meaning.
If the offender freely comes forward and provides an account that proves
to be honest, accurate, and potentially ruinous in terms of economic, social,
or legal consequences, this differs from learning about the events against
the offender’s will. If someone came to my door, explained to me that she
hafi stolen my car many years ago, and wanted to apologize, this would be
quite different from hearing an apology from her after she was convicted
and awaiting sentencing for the offense. An admission of the former sort — if
accompanied by other considerations discussed later - could be so morally
significant that | might forgo legal action altogether.

B. Acceptance of Blame

11' Distinguished from Expression of Sympathy
Shpuld first distinguish several senses of “moral responsibility” that apolo-
ﬁetlc Fliscourse tends to conflate. First, I may have a duty — or what we can
\ e_SCr.lbe as a moral responsibility — to help others even if I did not cause their
Muries, If | find 2 badly injured person lying in the street, by most accounts
mShOUId help her even if I did not cause her injury. Providing such aid is.my
0r.al Tesponsibility regardless of whether I deserve blame for her condition.
Otice how we can use this sense of moral responsibility as duty to describe
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my obligations to provide charity or disaster aid reliet even if | did not cause
the unfortunate circumstances in any obvious sense.

Second, I might also have a nonmoral responsibihity to remedy situations
caused by others, for instance if my job requires me to fix problems that
others create. This might apply to a janitor who cle
president left to fix the problems created by _

Third, moral responsibility can also mean that I caused 4 state of affairs
and therefore any praise or blame for this should be directed at me. We
can call this causal moral responsibility.
responsible for the injuries of the person
restrained her when she attacked
injury in the same sense that a po

ans up atter others ora
her predecessor.

Fright explam that I am morally
Iving in street because T forcefully
a child. Here T am responsible for the
lice officer 1s morally responsible for a
heroic rescue: I caused the state of affairs and I may descrve praise for doing
so. Note that I can accept causal moral responsibility even it some disagree
that my actions are praiseworthy or blameworthy, as a president may assert
causal moral responsibility for an initiative regardless ot its popularity.

Blamewortbiness, which is most applicable to categorical apologies,
admits both Causation and wrongdoing. Here | might admit that T caused
the injury as 1 attempted to rob the person and theretore I deserve all of the
blame,

With those distinctions in mind, we can notice the ambiguity of a spouse
or a political leader’s claim that she “rakes responsible for X." Does she

Mmean that she will fy)g)| her moral duty to remedy an ijury that she did
NOt cause, that she ig bound by her pos

" ition to solve the problems created
Y others, or that she caused the harm

and accepts blame for it? '
ibility in any of those senses. Notice
ollowing statements: 1) * Your grand-
dmother™, 3) “I am sorry that your
historian might <par and 4) I am sorry that | .killcd your grandmother.” An
: Nt state the firge claim when tracing your family gencalogy, for
accept responsibility intanyoufr ghrandmorher died in 1950." Sht? \V()llld'nﬁ:
speak the secop, q coldly chZ t € stated senses. A stare executioner mig iy
ing that “J killeq your g other o . 2t of death and i cause 1n 40

Of capita] Punishmeng ”r:}fllldmother in accordance with governing standards
] 0 € executy
and belieyeg that ¢ cutioner accepts causal

uttered withop. : ust.iﬁed. Although these two

‘ eaning between the f
mother died”, 2) “I killed your gran
grandmother died>.

moral responsibility
statements could be
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The difference between such statements would be stark, for instance, if
a friend indicated that she “accepts my apology” after 1 expressed condo-
lences for her grandmother’s death.'4 Her response would indicate that she
misunderstood my gesture, and it might provoke me to clarify that I did not
intend to intimate that I harmed her grandmother. I might elaborate on how
much I love the deceased, the depth of my sorrow, and perhaps my inten-
tions to assist her family in this time of need. Conversely, if she responded to
my gestures of condolences by exonerating me and explaining that I “hadn’t
done anything wrong,” this would similarly reflect that we were miscom-
municating. As referenced previously, these subtleties may cause particu-
lar difficulties for non-native speakers of English. Without minimizing the
importance of sympathy, we can notice the clear difference between using
the passive voice to state “I am sorry that your grandmother was killed” and
the active voice to state “I am sorry that I killed your grandmother.” The
active voice claims responsibility. The passive does not. Thus when Cardinal
Bernard Law states that “[jjudgments were made regarding the assignment of
[child sex offender] John Geoghan which, in retrospect, were tragically incor-
rect,” the passive voice allows Law to avoid explaining precisely who made
those incorrect decisions.'s In this sense we can notice how factual questions
(who made the decisions?) can be difficult to separate from assignments of
responsibility.

The shared word “sorry” in statements three and four leads to a lack of
clarity regarding the role of causation in apologies, which in turn creates
a variety of confusions and possibilities for manipulation. It would seem
comical to imagine criminal investigators misconstruing my condolences
for my friend’s grandmother’s death as an admission of guilt, yet jurispru-
dential scholarship has paid considerable attention to questions regarding
whether statements of sympathy should be excluded from evidence in legal
proceedings.'® In testament to just how misguided popular conceptions of
apology can seem, several states have revised evidentiary law to exclude
Sympathetic language - distinguished from admissions of any kind - from
evidence in some legal proceedings.'” The need to legislate for such “safe
apologies” suggests an astounding history of legal parties construing state-
ments such as “I am sorry for your suffering” as an admission of guilt.
Codifying measures to allow for expressions of compassion in legal contexts
mMay reduce this confusion, but naming them “sympathy apologies” seems
to perpetuate the conflation of sympathy and apology.

We can note here several examples in which officials attempt to deflect
::“;::1 er:’-sponsibility. whi.le still offering sorpething like an apf)lo’;gy. The effoyt
b ate an on-line list where Australians can “apologize” (May 26 Is
rig(i);z 23)"1’ in Australia) for their gox"er'nme.nt’s forcible remo‘va.l‘of fabo-
an apolz OPIC presents a clear case of c?ll.mnx1.atlng causal rgsponsnblhtzl from

o wai): n order to encourage participation, the organizers state: “If you
to add your name to the list” you should not worry that your

A
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signature would amount to an admission of responsibility because “[an
apology says ‘This should not have happened; this should never happen
again.” It doesn’t say ‘I was there and let it happen; I am guilty.””8 Nearly
) twenty-five thousand people have signed the petition. It seems difficult to dis-
[ cern how such an apology differs from the condolences offered for a deceased
y relative considered earlier, I might say “this should not have happened; this
| should never happen again” about any unfortunate historical event, includ-
ing one such as the Holocaust that occurred before my birth. Yet until I
i accept blame for the event, such a statement looks more like a declaration
l than an apology. Few would construe an Auschwitz survivor's statement that
| the Holocaust was wrong and should never happen again as an apology for
Fhe Holocaust, unless she accepted some blame — perhaps for collaborat-
| Ing with or failing to resist the Nazis. This is not to say that contemporary
1 : AustFalians cannot take responsibility for their part in contributing to the
: continuing suffering of aboriginal people, perhaps by enjoying unjust bene-
fits at the expenge of previously exploited people or by allowing, failing to
fémédy{ or committing further acts of discrimination. We can mark a clear
; d}StlnCtIOn, however, between declaring that others committed wrongs in the
dlstapt past and accepting personal blame for the transgression. Both may
‘ proglde {Mportant meaning, but the meanings provided are distinct in form.
ciateexczjiltl}ie allt)};ias gcirz}i'rsltalii;ed asa lf‘nguist,i’c symbol of everythin g.rhat we ass0-
given the comum,, corglhatie WO;c.i sorry” can serve as an effCCtIV.C stratagfftﬂf
sion between Statements a(zrcleo tl'ts N s S()m? C~X~plmt th? Conhut
including SOy will cpmes I:hlng ?nfi avmdmg responsibility, hop‘m.g tdaa
more meaningful S thane \ECtlm to believe that she has receivec
the meanings of « o) 1an what the offender offered. Understanding
note pr; 8 Of “sorty” is in part the work of this entire book, but we can
€ prima facie how “SOrry” can ref : ] (“I
feel sorry for YOU™) on the i er to pity, sorrow,. or mlsfortuf};?
sorry for insulting You”) on the z:zh, OF regret fpr cansing a Earm'(f alnrr1
or without meri; asin “3 gopr e notion of Sorry” as infarlo
NEWspaper” — further com y

oners 1 W Bushys p, : io
at Abu Ghprajp, Prison, I initia] tements concerning the torture of pris

nel, he ierviews with al-Hurra network and
o SC .

8 aghoritate’fl' Peop le in Ir aq must understand

1 and “that whyy took place in that




ELEMENTS OF THE CATEGORICAL APOLOGY 37

prison does not represent the America that I know.”*® Many commentators
found Bush’s defensive statements inadequate and called for an apology. The
following day White House spokesperson Scott McClellan told reporters that
the president was “sorry for what occurred” in the prison.*® National Secu-
rity Advisor Condoleezza Rice similarly expressed “the United States’ deep
sorrow over the U.S. troops’ abuses against the Iraqi prisoners.”*’ Amidst
a rising demand for Bush to personally utter an apology, later that week
he included the word “sorry” in recounting his conversations with Jordan’s
King Abdullah II, stating that he was “sorry for the humiliations suffered
by the Iraqi prisoners and the humiliations suffered by their families.” He
added: “I told him I was equally sorry that the people that have been seeing
those pictures did not understand the true nature and the heart of America,
and I assured him that Americans like me didn’t appreciate what we saw and
it made us sick to our stomachs.”??

Setting aside questions regarding whether the president was in any sense
causally responsible for the torture because of the policies encouraged or
permitted by his administration, we can see that none of his statements pro-
vide more than an expression of sympathy and a refutation of charges that
Americans enjoy Iraqi suffering. Instead of accepting blame for the harm, the
president’s statements deflect accusations that the causal chain leads back to
high-ranking U.S. officials and attempt to diffuse the impression of a sadis-
tic U.S. military left by the gruesome images. Thus Bush’s use of “sorry”
offers condolences and a defense rather than an acceptance of his own causal
responsibility or blame for the atrocity. Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld
maintained this strategy: “To those Iraqis who were mistreated by members
of the U.S. armed forces, I offer my deepest apology. It was inconsistent
Wi't%l the values of our nation, it was inconsistent with the teachings of the
military to the men and women of the armed forces, and it was certainly fun-
damentally un-American.”?3 Rumsfeld offered what he calls an “apology”
while implying that he cannot take responsibility for the offenses because
they are contrary to the military training he oversees. Such a claim supports
the administration’s position that a few rogue soldiers performed the acts.

. The work of accepting personal blame was left for low-ranking reservists
l{ke Sabrina Harman, who by her own account operated under the presump-
tion that Army intelligence “made the rules [for detention and interrogation]
= the}f went” and believed that the job of “the MP was to keep them awake,
make it hell so they would talk.”24 “As a soldier and military police officer,”

arman stated, “] fajled my duties and failed my mission to protect and
dzif:ldé: She.continuefi: “I not only let down the people in Iraq, but I let
caned alfir_y single soldier that serves today [because my] actions potentla.lly
soldicrs 5 ISCI ?a.sSed hatred and insurgency toward Fh'e United States, putting

; ind civilians at greater risk.” By emphasizing the harm to fellow
th.at. IS(Zililers rather than to the detainees, she invokes a common .pr‘oblem

cuss later regarding naming the lesser wrong. It is also similar to

o
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i the administration’s tactic of responding to the torture primarily in relation
to its impact on the United States’ campaign rather than on thn_sc who were
brutalized. After her conviction and during her sentencing, hcdi‘ili’j_’t, Harman
did not blur the issue of moral causation: *1 take full rcsp()llslljlll()' for my
actions. ... The decisions I made were mine and mine -.lltinc. "4 We can notice |
here, as I consider later, the relevance of her audicnce. If she ;uicircss’cs fellow @
U.S. soldiers, they will be especially interested in an apology from her that
appreciates the harm done to the U.S. effort, _
Occasionally offenders will go so far as to utter words accepting per-

sonal responsibility only to retract their meaning. Bridgestone-Firestone
CEO Masatoshi Ono offered the following st

in the deaths and injuries of numerous drive
P company’s tires: “I come before you to
| | | ple, and especially to the families who
’ I rollover accidents. I also come to
i behalf of Bridgestone-Firestone f.
i Given that Ono claimed to accep
; A to this hearing,” he appeared to
‘ sympathy or recognize a duty to
| . unfolded, however, Ono explain
| merely “sympathy expressed fo
using our products and got int

atement in response to his role
rs of vehicles equipped with his

apologize to you, the American peo_
ha\'c I()Sr |()\'Cd ones in these rernble
accept full and personal rcsponsibility‘ﬁ?
or the events that led to this hearing.”
t full responsibility for the “events that led
accept blame rather than merely express
assist the injured partics. As investigations
ed that he intended this statement to offer
r those individuals who operated vehicles

0 accidents.” Fven though he was on the
record explicitly accepting “full and personal responsibility,” he explained
that he meant only to off

er condolences: “If we are deemed responsible
for the accidents, that is

side causes that caused the
ble for the accidents,

nother matter. However, there are maybe oui-
accidents. Then, 1 wouldn’t say we're responst-

”*7 Thus even when the offender describes her state-

and accepts responsibility, such statements may not
nsid

ering the ease with which we move between dis-
ili President Bush's statement
- “Katrina exposed serious problems
fgovernment,” he confessed. “To the ;
extent the fefie.ffll government didn’ fully do its job right,” he declared, “I |
take responsibility. »28 ye 1. leaves us to wonder about the nature of such

requnsibility if he admits NO persona] wrongdoing of any kind, not even
his appointmen of an unqualified

ergency
anagement Agency crony to head the Federal Emerg
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but I will mention a few concerns briefly here in order to flag areas where
issues of causation can create contested meaning in apologies.

An example may help illuminate the sorts of difficulties I have in mind.
Suppose I have an appointment to meet a friend for dinner, but at the last
moment I decide to attend a film with other friends. In the rush to make the
movie on time, I do not even call my friend to cancel our dinner meeting. As
in many cases, issues of causation and blame are straightforward: I wronged
my friend, she should trace any harm she suffers as a direct result of this
wrong to me, and [ should apologize to her. But what do we mean by “direct
result” of my choice? Suppose that an attacker robs my friend while she
stands waiting for me on the sidewalk outside of the restaurant a few minutes
after our prearranged meeting time. Is this also my fault? Should I accept
blame and apologize for the criminal offense as well as the missed meal?
What if she begins to feel increasingly insecure in all of her relationships as
she waits for me, triggering a severe bout of debilitating depression requiring
years of therapy and medication? Am I to blame for this as well?

Although the questions raised by such examples may seem somewhat
unusual, consider tobacco executive Nicholas Brookes’ statement during a
class action suit against his industry: “I have sincere regrets that many of
the [remedial activities] we are now embarked on doing could have been
done sooner.” He continued: “To the extent that any of those things either
Fhanged your decision not to quit or would have allowed you to quit smok-
Ig sooner, or not to have taken up smoking in the first place, then I sincerely |
apologize to you.”* In such a case, issues of causation and moral respon- :
sibility raise questions that can profoundly transform the meaning of his
Statement. Is he accepting blame for a slight increase in the probability that
a ff’W consumers may have smoked more cigarettes because of his corpo-
fation’s actions, or does he accept responsibility for the long-term health
consequences of his products on specific individuals? Should he apologize
to the families of lung cancer victims and accept the economic responsibil- ‘
Ity fo‘r these losses, or should smokers bear this responsibility for failing to ;
cxercise their will to quit> What if one of these individuals died not from
lung cancer, but rather from gross medical negligence when being treated for
& minor smoking-related ailment? Such questions raise complex and con-
ten.nous issues regarding the metaphysics, morality, politics, and law of cau-
z?)trizg,d and the meaning of an apology of this sort hangs on these undf:rlying
" Tfums. Given the political charge now conducted by the very idea of

Personal responsibility,” we should be wary of this polemical landmine.
" I;:tru;lr)l[i)ni to the missed dinner exafnple{, in one ssnse I ca,l’xsed my friend
that parg; el . I_f It were not for my violation - or put -for my offensel;l-
ave beencu Ef“' Injury would not ha\.'e occurred consndermg that we wou
what Somesa ef inside th‘c‘e restaurant 1f I hj\d ke“pt my promise. Ac:ordmg t(;
responsibili:e er to as “direct causation” or .caus.atlor?-m-fact, persona
¥ attaches through physical causation in this way.>* We might

aa |
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think of a hailstorm as being “responsible tor” brf:‘.lkl”_li 4 \\'mdu'w mDr}-}e
same sense that a vandal might he “responsible tor™ the same dnmflgc. if-
ferent notions of responsibility are tvpically at work here, In the ‘tht ;a;e,
we do not cast moral judgment on the natural cause when we [hl{] ) of t c
hail breaking the window. We do blame the vandal, however, ll)ccclrmlnjs
tions of physical causation do not require us to nuind our m(.:rl;l ;]1 m;;re
carefully as we do when assigning guilt. It is rather unhelptul, r' (ce ‘ha,
to analyze the dinner example from this perspective because under ?‘L;)clir‘v
theory events are so interconnected that we cannot Jttrl‘hurc responsibi !
to anyone in particular. According to some theories ot dnrcct cqus.moc, m)
friend’s mother would also be responsible for her daughters mlur.\ihecause
“but for” her giving birth to her daughter she never would have suffered the
injury, o

]Ol);e might argue that all events are caused by the sum of all of their

: : vy friend’s s oter-
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our thinking in causal terms; when we find them in the law we are not find-
ing something invented by or peculiar to the law. ...”3 As Justice Andrews
stated in his classic dissent in Palsgraf v. Long Island R.R., “[w]hat we
mean by the word ‘proximate’ is that, because of...public policy...the
law arbitrarily declines to trace a series of events beyond a certain point.”34
Prosser and Keaton restate Palsgraf’s conclusion: “The doctrine of proximate
cause reflects social policy decisions based on shared principles of justice.”3s
According to proximate causation, we attribute causal responsibility accord-
ing to our moral beliefs regarding who should and should not be morally
and legally responsible for harms. Inquiries into moral responsibility can-
not merely trace an empirical chain of events to a source, but rather must
judge where culpability should fall - it is a primarily prescriptive rather than
descriptive task. Assignments of proximate causation, in other words, are
determined according to stipulated norms more than discovered facts. Thus
the nuanced norms regarding moral causation prevalent in our cultures guide
our thinking about apologies.

The causal chain traced by a proximate-cause analysis can be broken
by a supervening cause, which Prosser and Keaton describe as “an act of
a third person or other force which by its intervention prevents the actor
from being liable for harm to another which his antecedent negligence is a
substantial factor in bringing about.”* This legal doctrine maps onto com-
monsense notions of blame. Just as a criminal court would not charge me
with the assault of my friend after [ missed our dinner, I am not proximately
responsible for the assault because the attacker’s decision to cause the harm
s such a morally salient event in this story. Although my actions may be
Inconsiderate, within most moral lexicons we can distinguish my blamewor-
thy actions from those of the robber because the latter result from a distinct
blafﬂeworthy choice by another person that breaks the chain between my
actions and the robbery. Even though I have done something wrong when
I'abandon my friend, it would overreach to charge me with the robbery
committed by another. My apology can accept responsibility for breaking
our appointment, bu it might be a stretch to blame me for the robbery.

¥ apology probably could not accept blame for the assault without tracing
Tesponsibility so far up the chain of causation as to risk rendering our notions
of freedom, agency, and responsibility meaningless. Nevertheless, I could
€XPress my sympathy over the robbery. If, however, it was reasonably fore-
seeable — noting the additional discussions required to determine a standard
3:;;::;)nable foreseeability - that placing her in this .si.tuation would be
- al;S, then I would .deserve some blame for the injury. My apology
— Tept blame.precnsely for two separate wrongs: missing o?r n[;eetl;
Wrong, e[i acn.ng her in dapger. In such a c.ase.l should apologize for bot
Motal re, en 1 ‘afllattack .dld not occur, which illustrates how we can accept

Sponsibility for intangible harms such as exposing others to risk,
ting various sins of omission, or indulging in “victimless” crimes.

Commit
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One might object to the notion of responsibility informing this account
of proximate causation by asserting that it is too thin and wedded to a lib-
eral notion of agency that insulates individuals and groups from the remote
consequences of their actions. One might assert, for example, that this nar-
row conception of responsibility allows wealthy nations to claim they are
not to blame for global poverty, given the difficulty of tracing the actions of
individual agents at one end of complex economic system to the systemic
indigence perpetuated at opposite ends. In such cases those sympathetic to
the structural causes of destitution seek to extend the causal chain from
the economic choices of rich Western corporations and individuals to the
suffering of others. I take this worry seriously.

Suppose for the sake of argument that we can establish that a cata-
strophic flood like that experienced after Hurricane Katrina causes poverty
1n a region. The area enjoyed great wealth before the disaster, the disaster
; desrr(rys the economic infrastructure, and the area suffers a bout of poverty

while it is being rebuilt. Also presume that the flood did not result from global
warming and therefore from the economic activity of developed nations.
ge did not result from the failure of interna-
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this sort would continue to operate within the framework of proximate cau-
sation by extending the operative moral categories to include remote victims.
This also does not speak to whether the United States would have a moral
duty to provide relief in such a situation, even if victims agreed that it was
not causally responsible for the harm. It does clarify, however, the distinction
between a duty to aid and a responsibility to apologize. Because not all of
my moral responsibilities are triggered by my fault (I may have a duty to care
for an ill parent even if I did not cause the sickness), I need not apologize for
causing all injuries even if one were to make the claim that I have a duty to
everyone who suffers. We can surely distinguish between accepting a moral
duty for those we have not harmed and offering an apology that accepts
blame for those we have harmed.

Notice here how questions regarding blame may fluctuate according to
any number of formal or informal agreements that assign responsibility. If the
United States had agreed to an international treaty that required its military
to provide adequate levy systems to the area in question but then failed to do
$0, we can see where blame would fall according to such provisions. We often
organize our private responsibilities according to similar arrangements, but
with varying degrees of explicitness. Suppose  usually water the houseplants,
but I forget to do so before we leave for a long vacation. We return to dead
plants. My wife also forgot to water the plants, but the blame falls primarily
onme because of our habits. If I refuse to accept exclusive blame for this loss
(supposing that our plants had considerable value to us), we would need to
navigate this set of previously implicit responsibilities.

Attributions of culpability remain central to apologies even when we oper-
ate with culturally diverse conceptions of responsibility or skepticism regard-
Ing the conceptions of freedom undergirding notions of personal choice.
Given their dependence on the tradition of the autonomous individual taking
causal responsibility for her breach of moral principles, the sorts of meanings
Lattribute to apologies seem like they might be a by-product of the Euro-
Pean enlightenment, Qur everyday notions of blame - for example those
at Wf)rk in romances, criminal justice systems, schools, and businesses —
remain firmly bound to the voluntaristic notion of the discrete individual
moral agent failing or succeeding even though the philosophical roots from
Vf'h‘Ch these notions grew have increasingly less cultural grip. Our concep-
it;()sr;jnzf dignity remain wedded to notion§ of perso-n:jll respon.si.bility, even
tify suchmay be. uncomfortable citing Kantian or religious tra.dl.tlons to jus-
apols ta}llssertlons. I suspect that even the hardened determinist wants an
e ductgize bat.app(.)rm.)ns blame when someone wrongs her and the most

fain scientist holds her friends personally accountable for their
Wrongdoingg, 38
- ?Z:etﬁlfitca“ﬁ, actas if we possess moral freedom even if we think thz.u Fhis is
part Withct}?a Y.dublgus presumption, perhaps because we are unwilling to
€ existential meaning provided by our conceptions of autonomy.

a
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P. F. Strawson offered a powerful relared argument, cl;nml.ng th;'l[t t};tptr;i:
tice of holding people responsible dgcs not depend on 1 Lf)h?l:::_j::’ e
metaphysical belief that people arc trgc, but r'uhv.r arises .uluzm ()f{;espon_
degree to which we value the actions ut'othcrs. ; l hus our n(ml( ;hti(,nships
sibility spring from our experiences of conerete interpersona rc. : o
as well as from a quest for intellectual consistency. It we c‘mnf)r rul_o.nfj o
commonsense view with theoretical debates about d.ctcrmlmsm. ive pihis
tices of ascribing culpability typically win out. .\hr.l()n Smiley Tl'lrs)uescon-
emphasis on how a context structures conceptions of hln‘mcwnrr -]”,];SS\‘V o
sidering in Moral Responsibility and the Boundaries of («"”””“f’ff:‘ Z'rions
judgments of culpability track our social, political, and economic condi
and values,+° ) Ay vary
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from both of you could accept blame for your wrongdoing. Blame, in other
words, is not exhausted once one person has claimed it. Accordingly, I can
offer a meaningful apology to my friend for missing our meal and leaving
her on the street where the assailant robbed her even if neither of us is cer-
tain about the precise degree to which I contributed to the likelihood of the
robbery. She may simply wish for me to recognize that, in addition to skip-
ping our dinner, I placed her in danger. Or perhaps we are both committed
to Guido Calabresi’s probabilistic theory of responsibility, in which case we
could tailor the apology accordingly.4* Or maybe she demands that I take
full blame for the robbery, perhaps more than I am willing to accept.

In a climate where victims often take expressions of sympathy for apolo-
gies, a person expressing sympathy may be seen as accepting blame for
wrongdoing that is not her fault. If more than one person should share
blame for causing an injury but only one comes forward to either offer sym-
pathy or accept responsibility, others may view her as absorbing all of the
blame.# This relates to an interesting observation by Janet Holmes, who
claims that women respond to apologies with counter-apologies more often
than men do.* I consider the role of gender in apologies later, but the use of
counter-apologies seems quite important. In my own experiences, I find that
when someone offers me a robust apology I am more likely to offer an apol-
ogy of my own than to merely “accept” her apology. If a friend apologizes
for arriving an hour late to a meeting, | might minimize the offense against
me by noting that I was able to catch up on my reading while I waited. I
might also deflect some of the blame away from her and toward me, for
example by claiming that I should have called to confirm the time or that I
should not have insisted that we meet on a day when she was so busy. Why
would I do this? Numerous reasons come to mind, including my desire to
avoid confrontation, move beyond an uncomfortable situation, and restore
the relationship as quickly as possible. I may also be acting out of politeness
Or generosity. I suspect, however, that counter-apologies also serve as recog-
nitions of the difficulties of assigning moral responsibility and isolating fault.
In Tesponse to the gray areas in questions of moral causation, at times we
split the difference of blame. Sharing the burden in this way, even if one party
clearly deserves the bulk of blame, makes us collaborators in the apology
rather than adversaries. We can then understand the apology as mutually
:::sxlp'lll)s'}]]'ed’ and Deborah Taqnen describes this gesture of“accepting some
B T; 1157 (even if you must invent a fault to :?c!mxtl as a “courteous way
il a‘lflng the apologizer in a one-doyn position. 45 We should under-
social CI:: ogies as a collaborat'lve and filalectlcal process, and at least olne
Foriee sltmjt has noted how thns. complicates quantitative ansalyses of apl:)' 0-
this cony ll'l y.only one speaker in an a}')ologen? exchang.e.4 If we combine

Plication with each of the variables discussed in my account, we

can . . . . . . .
e S€nse some of the difficulties of conducting empirical research in this
a.
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My task here is merely to note how such questions of u.lusarn;.n‘, rehspog:
sibility, and blame impart meanings to ;lp()](‘)gwm 'i\” .)\\‘;lrcncss‘ of suc ‘;u
tleties should help us understand the sorts of meaning at stake w hc;: ?Ftn, ut-
ing blame within apologies. I also hope this helps to eicnumstr.ltc t c}\]arlqus
shades of apologetic meaning.*” Without being dlsmgcnugus or otherwise |
mistaken, [ can consistently accept blame and apologize mrvu)nn.mttmg a i
wrong even if I believe that the victim sharc some rcxpm:ulnhr,\' with me or
that I bear no culpability for some portion of the harm.+

3. Accidents and Denials of Intent
Apologies for non-negligent

accidents typically deny mtentionality and there-
i fore do not accept blame.+v

This would be evident, for example, it | mlsses
. . . . - T ‘te uc
the aforementioned dinner meeting with my friend because 4 meteor str

. he >cide to
i me on the head while [ was onmy way to the restaurant. When 1 decid

} ‘ skip the dinner in favor of viewing
|

a film, this choice renders me rcsp(mS'?le
. o ‘ever, for
and blameworthy for the subsequent harm. I do not choose, howeve

the meteor to strike me. As 3 result, we are disinclined to think thatl caueed
the harm to my friend waiting for me because 1 have nor done al!l}'fhf”g
‘\ wrong. An act of nature, rather than my will, absorbs causal responsibility.

it If T attempted to apologize and accept blame after a meteor strikes me, |
hope that my friend would understand that any harm she suffered SR (e
| my fault and therefore 4 apology accepting blame would be inappropriate.
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command,” he asks, “What could I do?”% In comparing himself with a god,
he recounts how Hera even deluded Zeus.’* Here Agamemnon recasts the
events not as a failure of his will but rather like being struck by a meteor.
Like a natural event or a bout of insanity, on this account Agamemnon is
not morally responsible for the interventions of the gods. Also notice that
Agamemnon does not explain why the gods would conspire against him in
this way other than their desire for Greek death, thus blocking an inference
that Agamemnon somehow deserves this fate as punishment and is therefore
indirectly responsible for the consequences.’ According to Mark Edwards,
“Agamemnon is not suggesting that any wrongdoing on his part” caused the
gods to manipulate him and this accounts for his “ungracious and jealous,
not humble or apologetic™ and even “taunting” and “mean-spirited” tone.5¢
Nevertheless, while Agamemnon deflects moral responsibility into the heav-
ens, he willingly pays a “ransom” to return Achilles to the battlefield: “since
[was blinded and Zeus robbed me of my wits, I am willing to make amends
and pay you ample compensation.”s” He compensates Achilles for his loss
while not exactly accepting blame for it.

In the exchange between Achilles and Agamemnon, Homer provides an
insight taken up by Montaigne in the sixteenth century. Montaigne’s argu-
ment seems worth reproducing here at length:

For myself, | may wish, on the whole, to be otherwise; | may condemn and dislike
my general character, and implore God to reform me throughout, and to excuse my
natural weakness, But [ should not, I think, give the name of repentance to this, any
more than I should to my dissatisfaction at not being an angel or a Cato. My actions
are controlled and shaped to what I am, and to my condition in life. I can do no
better. And repentance does not properly apply to things that are not in our power,
though regret certainly does. [ can imagine numberless loftier and better disciplined
natures than mine: but this does not make me amend my character, any more than
My arm or my mind grow stronger by my conceiving some other man’s to be so. If
t0 Imagine and desire a nobler way of conduct than ours were to make us repent
of our Own, we should have to repent of our most innocent actions, in as much as
We may rightly suppose that a more excellent nature would have performed them
more perfectly and with more nobility; and we should wish to do likewise. When I
look back on the conduct of my youth, I find that I generally behaved in an orderly
Mmanner, according to my lights; that is as much as my powers of control can manage.
Idf’ not flatter myself; in similar circumstances [ should always be the same. It is not
asingle spot, but rather a general stain that dyes me. [ know no superficial, middling,
or forma| repentance. It must touch me in every part before I can call it so. It must
Plerce my bowels and pain them as deeply and as completely as God sees into me.5*

Here Montaigne affirms Homer’s suggestion that repentance and apology
apply most directly to events “in our power.” If not within our power, it
g;::ztilttle sense to take requnsibiliry for them. Yet what if, Montaig:le
- > lV)Ve consider the totality of our natures as bez'ond our“po“./er. 3
throy hy € as gooc_i as I am, and “I can do no bgtter. If I am sFamed
ghout, Montaigne suggests repenting for a single spot — an isolated

e
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transgression ~ will always be superficial. Thus if I repent, I must repent for
the entirety of my nature. Moreover, what if we consider the determination
i of my basic character as beyond my power, which might prove a sensible
h presumption for many worldviews? In this respect, Agamemnon might have
blamed more than his momentary lapse of judgment on the gods. Again we
see how conceptions of apologies and repentance buckle if not buttressed by
modern notions of agency and responsibility.

These examples also mark the difference between being excused, justified,
and forgiven. In Anglo-American criminal taw since the carly nineteenth
1 century, “excuses admit that the deed may be wrong, but excuse the actor |
il because conditions suggest that he is not responsible for his deed.™s? Thus :

even though an act is wrong, blame shifts away from this actor. A valid
justification (like self-defense)

Forgiveness, as [ discuss in som
i pardons me in some sense after finding me guilty.
i Common usage does not always conform to the legal definitions of the
‘{ terms. If an injpry was accidental, then an apology does not give the victim |
i a reason to believe that it will not happen again because the threat is out of
j 1 the apologizer’s control. Here we can notice the subtle differences between |
L Someone saying “excuse me” and offering an apology. When requesting that
} ] you “excuse me,” | typically assert that the harm or inconvenience I caused

establishes that there was no wrongdoing. ‘
e detail later, takes many forms but typically

it you s somehow justified and | seek your recognition of the legitimacy of this
neepts, I should probably say “I am justified”
but the former sounds abrasively sclf-righteous.
ed restaurant and need to carry a tray through a
patrons to excuse me as | bump into them would
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han forgiveness.
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not do anything wrong. If, however, I was driving while intoxicated or over
the speed limit and this caused me to run over the nail, I should apologize
and accept blame for that specifically. An offender can be caught between
offering an excuse and making an apology when she is uncertain if she has
committed a moral trespass or been involved in an accident. The phrase “I'm
sorry, but...” may fill this interim. If a legitimate excuse follows the “but,”
then an apology accepting blame may not be warranted.

This may illuminate another sort of exchange. Suppose I preface an apol-
ogy to a friend by first explaining that just before I wronged her I missed the
train, my migraine headaches struck, and I learned that she had insulted me
the day prior. I continue to claim, however, that all of this is irrelevant; [ was
wrong for insulting her and I accept blame for doing so. If such information
is irrelevant, why do we include it so often? I suspect this results from our
ambiguity about the nature of apologies, which leaves us in a sort of peniten-
tial purgatory. On the one hand, we do not want to accept blame and hope
the injured party will excuse us or find our actions justified. Hence we offer
some evidence in support of this strategy. On the other hand, we realize that
such information might appear as an attempt to diminish our responsibility
and that this cuts against our ability to fully apologize. We offer the informa-
tion to the offender for her to consider the possibility of our reduced agency
or moral justification, but we then denounce it as irrelevant and affirm our
agency so that we can try that strategy as well. In other words, we play both
§ides by asserting that we might not need to apologize, but if that argument
18 not convincing we will apologize anyway.
~ The factual components of apologetic statements often leave victims with
insufficient information to evaluate whether harm was intentional, negligent,
Or.accidental. U.S. National Park Director Bob Stanton, for example, offered
this statement after a fire intentionally set by his agency to manage a forest
8rew out of control and destroyed more than two hundred homes: “I want
to express on behalf of the National Park Service our deepest apology to
the men and women of Los Alamos and all of New Mexico.”® We are
unclear if the destruction was truly accidental (perhaps because lightning
OF an unforeseeable wind contributed to the blaze) or if the agency was
somehow negligent and thus morally culpable for the blaze. Until we know
More, the moral status of the apology remains opaque. We can also notice
bere that I need not intend the precise harm in order to accept blame for
it, for.example if I aim to shoot person A but misfire and shoot person B.

hooting B would be accidental, but I have still committed a moral trespass
d.eca}‘se Presumably [ should not be shooting at anyone. I should, therefore,
Oi:,ter 1:“; my culpability to unintended consequences. In such.a case, I'WOUI(:
the mepnt (;gles to both A and B, an'd 'the apologies V\{Ollld filffer in llght o
shoog £ al states at.tached to the d1§t1nct wrongs of intentionally trying to
and shooting B while aiming for A. Matters would be different

a
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to mispronounce my name, but that one, I think, is least common.”%5 After
Senator Trent Lott’s apparent endorsement of Strom Thurmond’s 1948 segre-
gationist platform at the celebration of Thurmond’s rooth birthday in 2002,
on several occasions Lott attributed the controversy to “a poor choice of
words,”®¢ explaining that “his words were wrong”¢” and “conveyed things
[he] did not intend.”*® Tom DeLay has blamed his offenses on speaking “in
an inartful way,”®’ and Senator Orrin Hatch described one of his offenses as
a “mix-up in words.”7° Representative John Cooksey cited an errant “choice
of words” as the culprit in his stating that civil liberties should be suspended
for anyone wearing a “diaper on his head.” “If I offended Arab Americans, I
regret my choice of words,” Cooksey stated, as if he questioned whether his
slur offended anyone.”* Representative Robert Doran claimed that he was
“not even aware that those words had come together in a sentence” after
calling a Soviet news commentator “a disloyal, betraying little Jew.””* In a
further attempt to separate the core of their moral self from the wrongdoing,
Lott and others often describe the accident as a “mistake of the head - and
not the heart.”73
Attempts to convert moral offenses into unintentional accidents seem
especially common when the accused wishes to explain that, despite appear-
ances, she is “not a racist.” When J. Peter Grace, appointed by President
Ronald Reagan to head a cost-cutting committee, argued that “900,000
[Puerto Ricans] live in New York, and they're all on food stamps, so this
food stamp program is basically a Puerto Rican Program,” Grace claimed
that he was “deeply hurt by the misconceptions...that [he] is a racist.”
“lam not a racist,” he asserted, “nothing could be further from the truth.”74
A Florida baseball umpire claimed that there “was no anti-Semitism what-
soever on [his] part” after calling an officiating administrator a “stupid Jew
bitch.””s Professional golfer Fuzzy Zoeller insisted that his comments “were
not intended to be racially derogatory” after referring to Tiger Woods as
“that little boy” and requesting that Woods - as the winner of the Masters
E‘Ournament with the honor of setting the menu for the Champions dinner -
f0t....serve fried chicken...or collard greens or whatever the hell they
Sef‘_’e‘”% Atlanta Braves pitcher John Rocker, who uttered some of the most
raCfSt Statements by a public figure in recent memory, stated: “I am not a
facist. I'should not have said what I did because it is not what I believe in my
€art.”?? A Florida sheriff explained that his letter advising hunters to prey
gﬂ African Americans given the “shortage of big game animals” should not
o construed as hateful because he “never thought of it not being taken as a
](?ke because [he is] not a racist.””® Even Jesse Jackson has played this gam-
't, making the following statement in response to his description of New
o PNt A o
any context tha‘t. . Id b B — bei = h motely anti-
emitic o g would be remotely construed as being either re y
anti-Israel.””? In each of these examples, the offenders attempt
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to dissociate racist behavior from their “truc™ mnocent selves by claiming
that the offense was unintentional, accidental, or otherwise not a reflec-
tion of their “hearts.” Offenders often fail to accept blame for their actions
when resorting to this tactic, instead attempting to convert moral errors
mto morally neutral accidents within the very language of their apologies. 1
should also mention here how many offenses of this sort result from attempts
at humor where the offender takes imprudent risks and then attempts to
limit the damage caused by her poor judgment by claiming that she “was
only joking,”

Finally, we should note how these issues bear considerable importance
for a Kantian given the centrality of intentions when assessing the moral

worth of an act. Although a utilitarian may find the offender’s mental state
of secondary relevance compared wi

deontologist should believe that inte
and evaluating the mora] status of

th the consequences of her actions, the
ntions are essential to assigning blame
an apology.

4, Standing
These considerationg regarding moral ¢

trir.1e' describes ag “standing,” 4 procedural requirement ensuring that only
leg1.t1mate disputants adjudicate claims and that random partics cannot bring
actions simply because they may hold an intellectual interest in the outcome.
In the realm of apologies, I can only convey certain types of meaning if |
am morally responsible for the harm.* A much as I m’ighr like to, I cannot
accept blame and Categorically apologize for civilia n casualties during World
War I.I becguse I was born after the conflict. I lack standing to convey such
meaning. Likewise, if [ harm my brother, my wife cannot categorically apolo-
8ize for me no matter how sincere and sympathetic she may be. Only 1, as the
person causally respo.nsible for the injury, have authority to aceept blame for

llels the similar notion that a
ypes of forgiveness for harms
orgive Nazi executioners of a
mine. I could forgive them for
leavmg me without a grandparent, but
entirety of the murder itself. I consider

ausation speak to what legal doc-

the relationship
detail later,

causal responsibility, third parties

O €vent, apportion blame, vindicate
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perpetrate when she refuses to recognize the victim as a moral agent worthy
of redress. Only the offender can promise that she will never commit the
transgression again because it is wrong. Only the offender can build trust
between her and the victim. We should also not forget that an offender might
take as much meaning from providing an apology as a victim would.

In the desire to mend relationships, however, we often disregard con-
cerns regarding standing. Families appear to suffer the most confusion in
their attempts to bypass standing considerations, for instance when parents
apologize for the acts of their children. If parents leave a young child alone
when they should be supervising her and during this time the child damages
a neighbor’s property, the parents can apologize and accept blame precisely
for their failure to supervise. Presumably the parents proximately caused the
child to be alone, but if we can attribute some degree of moral agency to the
child then we will likely consider her to have proximately caused the dam-
age. Only she would have standing to provide certain forms of apologetic
meaning. The reduced agency of children and parental desire to accept blame
for their children’s actions complicate cases of parents apologizing for young
children, but these mitigating factors wane as children develop. According
to conventional accounts of moral causation, a parent cannot categorically
apologize for the acts of an adult child unless we can attribute independent
moral responsibility to the parent for the transgression. If we claim that a
parent who abused her child is partially blameworthy for any crimes that
her child commits, the parent could categorically apologize for mistreating
the child. Allowing the parent to accept full blame for the actions of the
adult child, however, would eviscerate notions of blameworthiness in the
Same sense that imprisoning parents for the crimes of their adult children
would offend our basic sense of justice.

The case of Susan Smith - the woman who drowned her two children by
Strapping them into her car and sinking it in a South Carolina lake - provides
anexample of an unmistakable standing failure. Smith initially claimed that
a bl.ack kidnapper abducted her children, causing police to interrogate local
African-American men during the investigation. In response to the racial ten-
Ston caused by Smith’s false accusation, her brother subsequently stated: “It’s
real disturbing to think that anyone would think this was even a racial issue.
We.aPOIOgize to all the black citizens here in Union and everywhere.” An
African-American resident understood that Smith’s brother lacked standing
:)(; Zpgi()gilg stating that “he didn’t have to do it. She did.”"'I Som‘e forms
by tfl:eirogetlc meaning .at.tz.ach to offenders — pe.rsonally and inextricably -

causa]l responsibility for the harm. Unlike money and other fungi-

noenfg:;?()di;:es, we value apologies in their particularity of origin. As a

attorney erable good, we cannot delegaFe the full wprk of apo!oglzm% tohan

the Offen’da l?r(:ixy, a successor, or an hf:u". .lee forgnvengss, this entai ;4 that

other s er’s death forfecloses Fhe possnbll}ty of a categorical apology. Many
s of apologetic meaning are available, but some are lost forever.
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We can also notice in the Smith example how the apology trom her brother
functions not as an acceptance of blame for the racial injustice but rather asa
declaration that he finds such acts unacceptable. When someone apologizes
for the actions of someone closely identified with her, the apology may seek
not to accept blame for the harm but to deny it. By publicly denouncing the
actions of someone close to us, we distance ourselves from thg person and
behavior that would otherwise be associated with us. Thus it our parents
make sexist comments to 4 houseguest in our presence, we might offer the
BUEst an expression of sympathy in response to this behavior in order to

block the assumption that we endorse our parents’ oftensive views because
they raised us. %2 We could convey such s

wrong rather than couching it in apolog
the condemnation with an expression of
through those disgusting comments, "

exchanges a5 apologies even though
blame for the harm.

entiments simply by denouncing the
etic language, but we often combine
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One might object that this view underestimates the extent to which peo-
ple identify themselves through narratives. Insofar as my self-understanding
includes acts of heroism of my ancestors, I might take pride in a distinguished
family history that I feel called upon to extend. My family history imposes a
burden or calls upon me to uphold a tradition. Such normative views down-
play the importance of causation. I address this concern in more detail in
the context of collective apologies, but I can note two points here. First,
certain morally robust versions praiseworthiness and blameworthiness must
track causation. If my grandparent was a racist and a murderer, this does
not entail that I am either. This insight drives our sense of injustice regarding
punishing children for the sins of their parents. Second, we can distinguish
between responsibilities to redress injuries we cause and for which we should
accept blame and duties to care for those harmed by others. Thus even if we
often do feel pride or shame for the deeds of our ancestors, we can question
whether we should experience these emotions.

The identity of the person receiving the apology can also trigger con-
cerns about standing. I may be the best person to accept blame and offer
an apology, but apologize to the wrong person. If I harm you but then
apologize to my therapist or in prayer to my god, this may provide little
meaning for you. I might also apologize primarily for the benefit of or at
the insistence of someone besides the victim, for instance because I realize
that I will only be accepted by others if I apologize to you even though I
would otherwise disregard your claims for an apology. This brings to mind
a child commanded by a teacher to apologize to a classmate if she wishes
to avoid further punishment, causing the child to utter an apology to meet
the demands of the teacher rather than the needs of the injured peer. In
some instances the person to whom I wish to apologize may be deceased,
Fendering certain forms of meaning between us forever lost. Even if Pres-
lqent Bush wished to apologize for the civilian casualties in the Iraq War,
his gestures would have limited meaning for the dead except perhaps in the
d'eontological sense that I discuss later with an example from Kant. I con-
sider these qQuestions a bit further in relation to the process of performing an
apology.

This requirement creates serious difficulties for collective and institutional
apologies, as we can see how Pope John Paul II’s apology for the Catholic
Egh‘l;Ch’shrole.in the Crusades and British Prime Ministe.r Tony Blai.r’s apo!—
Sta}rlld?rrl the Irish potato fafn!ne. present numerous questions regarding their
these issguto aPOIOnge. for injuries that they clearly did not cause. I address
text the ves.at length in the su.bsequc'!nt 'cl}apters. [ also evaluate in Fhat cjo}r;—

clegars arious means by whnch an individual member of a collective might
standing to apologize.

C. Identlﬂcatlon of Each Harm

e . ) : :
identr'le)ft three sections consider the interrelated aspects of the apologizer
‘fymg each harm, recognizing the values underlying each harm, and
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complex process of identifying pr‘easely the ' .lrfn.s ‘ﬂ‘.,]w (.)thcr e
divide this first concern into two issues: naming an o »u , e
primary concern of the victim (what [ call the “wrong w rf'mh;, prr coaming
conflating multiple wrongs into one general apology without recog
eac?hififrel?t?; problem arises when the offender addresses c().ndu}:‘t othc;r t(};lz::
the offense for which the victim seeks an apology, t!ms leading her roh pLaw
gize for the incorrect offense or the “wrong wrong..' In her rcpnrt( ;0( t ::nor’s
Commission of Canada, Susan Alter recounts Bishop Hubcrt | ,0 -
response to sexual assault charges against him. Inf‘tmd of apo <;];,.umgw o
the sexual assaults, he apparently expressed regret for * hrgakmg ~IS vod o
chastity.”® O’Connor may have needed to apologize to hlS.Ch-URTh an iy
god for violating their rules of conduct, but I doubt that the victims ;Nerek;i)n
marily concerned by the fact that he had sex. An apology only for brea 5
the vow fails to identify the moral difference between consensua I. scx betwee :
adults and the alleged assaults. Also consider former M(mm-na .Scnamr. Cont
rad Burns’ response when he found himself under scrutiny after a constituen
asked how Burns could live in Washington D.C.
Burns replied that doing so was “a hell of a ch
regret having related a story from the campaign trail which could have beeﬂ
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is not that he told the story but rather the racism motivating his response
to such a hateful question. We likely want an apology specifically for th;(?
racism rather than for his poor political judgment that allowed the remar
tosslip into the public sphere. The same logic appears to be at work in former
Houston city council member Jim Westmoreland's responsc to his complaint
that the Houston airport be renamed “Nigger International.” WcstmoEela.nd
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Iam apologizing for, then she will be left to wonder which offense I intend the
apology to address. Perhaps I am apologetic for lying, but I have no regrets
about destroying the plant because I prefer to use the space for a horseshoes
court. Unless I identify both wrongs in my apology, my wife will be limited
in her ability to judge its meaning. In cases of historically significant harms
or international disputes, it can be tempting to apologize for only the most
grievous offenses while ignoring all of the lesser offenses contributing to and
enabling them. Imagine, for instance, the difference between one statement
from a U.S. president generally “apologizing for the Vietnam War” and vol-
umes of apologies cataloguing every moral harm committed by Americans
during the conflict. Whereas the former would surely carry meaning in some
respects, the latter could achieve fine-grained significance for those victims
who might otherwise go unacknowledged by a broad expression of con-
trition. These issues often arise in matters of collective apologies, which I
consider later.

Bill Clinton’s August 1998 public address regarding the Lewinsky scandal
offers a further example of the subtleties of this element. He stated: “Indeed,
1 did have a relationship with Miss Lewinsky that was not appropriate. In
fact, it was wrong. It constituted a critical lapse in judgment and a personal
failure on my part for which 1 am solely and completely responsible.”%® Here
Clinton isolated the personal rather than the political failure of the extramar-
ital sexual relation and accepted blame for this private offense only. Clinton
subsequently reinforced the personal nature of his offense and avoided apol-
ogizing for his perjury: “Now, this matter is between me, the two people I
love most — my wife and our daughter - and our God. I must put it right, and
Tam prepared to do whatever it takes to do so.” Under pressure to address
the political nature of his actions, he later identified that specific wrong: “I
kﬂow that my public comments and my silence about this matter gave a false
'mpression. I misled people, including even my wife. I deeply regret that.”89
Now he names not only the affair, but also his subsequent deception regard-
Ing the affair. Perjury and infidelity are distinct harms, and we could add
Others in this case. Engaging in sexual relations with an intern, for example,
might be considered an abuse of power similar to a professor sleeping with
heF Students. Such behavior would be reproachable regardless of whether

Clinton was married or lied about the affair under oath, yet this wrong goes
Unnamed,

D. Identification of the Moral Principles Underlying Each Harm

uppose I say the following to my wife: “I was wrong for destroying your

n(:maso plant and then blaming it on the dog. I am sorry.” Now imagine that

Say.Wlfe asks me why I am sorry for destroying her plant, and I respond by

R }l'mg that “I really wanted a salad for lunch and now I'm sorry I won't be
¢ o have a tomato in it.” This, I suspect, would be the wrong answer.
Y wife probably does not seek an expression of disappointment regarding

k
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when in fact he avoided active duty and spent the time in question in graduate
school:

Iam solely responsible and wish to express my personal regret to all students, faculty,
andadministrators who have been affected. . . . By misrepresenting my military service
to students in the course on the Vietnam War, 1 did something both stupid and wrong.
I apologize to the students, as well as to the faculty of this institution, for violating
the implicit covenant of trust that must exist in the classroom. Finally, I apologize
to those Vietnam veterans who have expressed their understandable anger about my
lie. Tam truly sorry for the hurt I have caused.

Notice how Ellis admits his wrongdoing with some specificity (though he
does not say much about the content of his fabrications), and explicitly
names his actions as lying rather than blunting the force of such a charge
by describing it with a morally neutral euphemism. And rather than offering
a justification for his lies, for example by claiming the deception served an
arguably legitimate pedagogical purpose, he cites a breach in the “implicit
covenant of trust that must exist in the classroom” as an explanation of why
lying in this case is wrong. This brings us to the heart of the relationship
between apologies and moral discourse.

Identifying the underlying value will often require a conversation about
the level of abstraction or “scope™ of the principle at issue. We might describe
the principle very narrowly: never harm a tomato plant in this spot of our
yard again. My wife might not care about the cucumbers or she may be espe-
cially protective of this portion of the yard because the sun shines directly here
for most of the day. We could build this explanation into our understanding.
Alternatively, we could describe the principle much more broadly: never dis-
fespect me or my efforts again. This latter construction may require some
unpacking. How do we define respect? Have I been disrespecting her in other
Ways, making the tomato incident but the latest in a series of transgressions
that we should classify as breaches of the same principle? This can take some
thought, but it may prove essential to the ultimate meaning of the apology. If
we define the value too narrowly, the apologizer may violate the spirit of the
apo.logy but not the terms. A leader might apologize for allowing genocide
ag?fmSt one ethnic group but then allow similar atrocities against another,
claiming the ability to distinguish between the cases. Thus if the United States
apologizes for its inaction in Rwanda, we should pay attention to the scope
_°f the valye endorsed. A categorical apology might commit it to intervene
In all sufficiently similar cases.

E'h,E"do’s'ng Moral Principles Underlying Each Harm
1S element draws attention to the distinction between identifying the value

;xr:s:lispme and endorsing that value. I might understand that I lied, for
a

Ical

nce, without believing that I have done anything wrong. With the histor-
fecord agreed upon, blame attributed, and the violated principles made
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explicit, a categorically apologetic offender will cndnrsg the values atissye %
The offender will understand the victim's ¢claim as legitmate, denounce her
own behavior as flawed, and perhaps offer what can amount to the most sig-
nificant words in an apology: “I was wrong.™ In the context of apologizing,
these words express not only a cognitive error but also 4 moral lapse, If a
six-year-old child just learning multiplication «a vo. "Twas wrong rhat seven
multiplied by twelve equals ninety,” in most cases we would not interpret
this as her recognizing a moral failure, If spoken by a merchant who had

“ , ”
intentionally taken advantage of a confused customer, however, the “wrong
would shift from an admission of m

moral breach. Those whe take their
may affirm thejr commitment to the
trespass as a certain kind of sin.%
Whereas any like-minded person ¢
has suffered 5 wrong and deserves
her transgression as such

athematical crror to a confession of a
moral direction from religious sources
violated principle by describing their

an confirm the victim's belief that she
an apology, the offender's recognition f’f
Proves especially significant for the relationship
between them. This signifies the point at which the offender accepts that the
victim deserves an apology from her, An offender may stumble through the
other aspects of an apology, but simply recognizing that the victim tieS_t‘fYCS
an apology can convey profound meaning because it recognizes the victim
Notasa mere obstacle to the offender’s self-interests but as 1 moral interlo.cu-
ues with her. The victim can also take comfort in knowing
intrinsically motivated and thus
siderable period of reflection fOr
gize, and in some cases the victim
apology to a deccased victim may
tmeaning to her 44 well as the community, in such circum-
remain outstanding in perpetuity.
ying moral principle occasionally
hers you” or, perhaps even more |
- Like an asteism or 4 back-han}ded
ing today than usual”), we might
S. Such statements merely express
to the offender’s beliefs and rein-
ansgression,. Similarly, conditional
'S “If anyone was hurt by my actions” or “If you
often question whethe, the berception of harm is warranted
€ to the victim’s fragility or flawed
OBY may serve Jegq deceptive ends if T am gem
“I apologize jf | injured you
if T harmed you and the extent
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We can also reinforce the difference here between expressing sympathy
and admitting wrongdoing. I can sympathize with others even if I accept
causal responsibility for their suffering but believe that they deserve to suffer
or that I am justified in causing their suffering. The bombardier on the Enola
Gay, for example, could sympathize with Japanese civilians while continuing
to endorse dropping the bomb on them. A parent can sympathize with her
child while punishing her, for example by commiserating with the child while
she agonizes over being grounded. “Feeling bad” for the harm I visited upon
the residents of Hiroshima or the punished child, however, is quite different
from asserting that I acted immorally.

Accused parties may take a more direct route and explicitly reject the
value at issue or forthrightly “refuse to apologize.” If a host demands that I
apologize for ruining her dinner by using the wrong fork, an apology from
me would not endorse the value at issue because I find her sensitivity to
matters of etiquette classist and puerile. If the host is bigoted and takes
offense at my bringing a nonwhite guest to her table, apologizing in this
sense would convey that I endorse her racism. I would instead identify the
underlying value of racial bigotry and denounce it. In such a circumstance
I'would make a point of not apologizing and would likely counterclaim
offense because I believe I am not morally wrong but she is. Disagreements
do not require apologies, and disagreements regarding the value of the norm
transgressed preclude categorical apologies.

Tsuspect that our reluctance to discuss where our pluralistic values diverge
causes us to offer hasty apologies, and such gestures can replace normative
discourse with social reflexes meant to relieve immediate tension rather than
build mutyal understanding. Consider if the host takes offense to my refusal
to recite a prayer before dinner accepting her god as my savior. I am not
Prepared to convert, and therefore I would not apologize by renouncing my
agnostic views. What are the consequences for our dinner? I would hope that
we both share a commitment to religious tolerance, which could diffuse the
conflict without the need for more than a conciliatory apology as described
later. If she i willing to break bread with those who do not worship her god,
tth I could share a pleasant meal with her because doing so is consistent
with my agnostic views. Excluding someone from even one meal because of
€f race is not consistent with my beliefs, and therefore if the host denied

:rx:ﬁ to my nonwhite friend that would be the end of the meal for me
tha??}\;/ever, what‘if.these tensions have been building for years aqd I.decide
HOnwh?s Th_a“ksglleg I will bring the situation to a boil llay bringing my
o ite friend to dinner and emphatically denouncing Christ as the. family
YSgrace before the meal? The occasion results in predictable animosity, and
a;tsr consider my actions juvenile. I took the actions in order to {rlake the
¥ uncomfortable, ruin their holiday, and openly disrespect their values.

of this now seems to reflect poor judgment that warrants an apology on

.

—— e
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my part. [ would remain unrepentant for rejecting their religion and racism,
but I could identify and denounce the specific wrongs within my ill-advised
stunt. National Public Radio commentator Andre Codrescu attempted this
strategy after he insulted Christians who believe in the rapture by stating that
the “evaporation of four million who believe in this crap would leave the
world an instantly better place.” After an NPR spokesperson announced that
Codrescu had apologized, he clarified: ] certainly didn’t apologize for what
I'said. Maybe the way I worded it was a bit strong.”¥~ Codrescu implies that
he still harbors disparaging sentiments for these believers, but he is willing to
consider that the tenor of his remarks may have breached some undisclosed
principle. Former Reagan White House spokesperson Larry Speaks leaves us
with similar uncertainty regarding his apology for controversial passages in
his book regarding Reagan’s occasional ineptitude during crucial moments
of his presidency and Speaks’ false attribution of statements to Reagan when
he worked for him in order to make the president appear more astute. “I
apologize not for the truth in my book nor the telling of it,” he explained,
because “the truth never requires apology.”® While his claim that “truth
never requires apology” provides an enigma in its own right, he then further
confu§es matters: “I do regret that | may have overstepped the bounds of
f}fglizfzslzssz)m;(iﬁZtar.lces. It is for that I apologize.” A.m()ng other thing&
> er: 1} what are the bounds of propriety — or underlying
gizzieil;:;lfﬁ:e—bgz which he refers; 2) Whic.h of .his a'ctions may ha\{e
nds; 3) does he refer to his actions in publishing this

did the actions overstep those bounds or
f he has done anything wrong by the standards

book or in lying for Reagan; and 4)
not, which would determine i
of which he speaks?

h
1

Others
various va
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that he should apologize for being gay, he redirects all blame to his fail-
ures of courage and decision making. McGreevey can therefore simultane-
ously express self-reproach for failures unrelated to his sexual orientation
while challenging the homophobia of some of his critics. Some may reject
McGreevey’s attempt to separate his homosexuality from character flaws by
making the stereotypical claim that promiscuity and deficiencies of courage
are somehow causally related to homosexuality, but by attempting to block
this assertion McGreevey can unrepentantly assert his position within the
culture wars while expressing contrition regarding largely unrelated matters.
In other words, adopting a tone of humility does not require the offender to
concede to all of the moral beliefs of the harmed parties.

A further question arises here regarding the meanings of an apology for
an offense I commit that breaches my ethical principles and that I believe the
victim should find offensive, but at which she does not in fact take offense.
Imagine that I, in a moment of gross stupidity, make a sexist comment to a
woman who is a misogynist and applauds my remark. In a situation where I
believe that the woman should have taken offense at an action that breaches
my principles but not hers, it appears that I can offer an apology conveying
meaning across each of the elements, but we will not share the appropriate
value. T might attempt to persuade her that she should change her belief,
which would in effect advise her to experience the injury I believe she has
suffered from my actions as such. Barring a conversion, my apology may
have meaning for me but perhaps very little for her. This would be akin to
the stickler for etiquette insisting on apologizing profusely to me for a missing
fork at her table when I had not noticed its absence and contentedly ate my
salad with a dessert fork. If, however, this exchange occurred between people
for whom cutlery signified social status and the missing fork amounted to a
greatdisrespect, then we could imagine such an apology bearing considerable
meaning for both. This would also be true between individuals holding truly
m.SI,dious values, for example if one racist apologized to another racist for
failing to be racist enough.

We can contrast my account with the terse but influential interpretation
Sf apologies provided by sociologist Erving Goffman. Goffman claims that

apologies represent a splitting of the self into a blameworthy part and a part
that., - dissociates itself from the delict and affirms a belief in the offended
lr;lj ”°"° Although Qoffman agrees that Fhe a[')ol(.)gizer endorses' the under-
. re%) S?DCIple, th{s image of dividing her ndiennty. into a confm:mmg self and
1ous self risks stripping her of the intentionality required to accept

W::rl:t as ’c,iiscujsed e,arlier. When apol.ogies include statements like “tl;at
gizer < leek‘or I don’t know what got into me,” they 1mply. that the ap;) o-
. ne\:V pea ing from her “good self,” did not actually commit the aclt. She is
) thisl;,rsog, .and the old persQn caused the harm. Fracturing mora a(lig'enc'y
as Sortayf .l‘lftS toward offeljmg an excuse for the act or ufxderstan m% it
examp] Ot Intrapersonal accident. This type of self—decepthn occurs, for
Ple, when someone makes racist comments but then claims not to be
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a racist. We can also see such dissociation at work in“thc fclr»hdcsc.rbnl;;u(l))r:nolf
a sailor who beat a homosexual shilpnmtc to dcinlrh: \,l:t ::::m ((;erl pr;mces
1 rson.” '°* Moral agency, anc Woexte :
?)rfna;((;tl(?glilz?:;,birel:lfes less sense without u_niﬁcd m‘nr.ll ;'lg}k'l.][? ;j()lss:SSSIng a
suite of values and accepting blame for their violation of these va ub] .m o
These two previous concerns point mward a r_.nhcr scr-mlus.?rﬂi)msetimtes
apologies that I take up later. If the afﬁrm;nfnn ()f.Sh.] red va ‘ulc;s ¢ e
sucha central component of apologetic meaning, will plumhsn‘a u)n:ij e
where members disagree about final vocabularics {to use Rlchqr I(1) rid
term) be less likely to produce apologies that (‘lld.().rﬁt‘ underlying s aouS
moral beliefs? Apologizers within insular communities with lu)nu‘)generare
value systems can easily identify breaches of shared values and reinteg

. . Few of ive in such
into the belief system by reaffirming those valucs. Few of us live
environments where moral values rem

Offenders may feel alienated from th
a lapsed Catholic admonished for mis
and indeed this disaffection may be a
Others may live with a fractured and
further unravels when one is called o
moral commitments, This speaks not
values in which an offender refuses 1o
finds her beljefs superior, but to a fr
values, Moral relativism does not exti
in the mutual racigt example earlier j|

about any beljef System can endorse

the state of contemporary culture, ho

1n apologies recognizing what we
and an increage ip apologies affjr

ain stable, obvious, and compelhpg.
e prevailing moral norms - imagn:ie
sing mass - even before they ()ffen ,
central cause of their transgressions.
contradictory set of values that only
n to apologize and think thmugh'hcir
only to a conflict hetween pluralistic
honor a competing norm because she
agility or even absence of underlying
nguish apologetic meaning, as we saw
ustrating that fellow adherents m.lust
their shared underlying values. Given
wever, relativism may lead to a decreasf
might consider the “high moral values

ming consumer values. In this rcspcct”wi
might envision apologies for failing to honor the “cultural imperative” 0
pensive enoy

. . not
gh diamond engagement ring. Indeed, -
all apologetic meaning requires reference to even 4 semblance of moral valu

grounded ip strictly iInstrumental objectives. We can Vle“l]
a by-product of the general
modernity, and I will refré.Im
ation here, Beyond these worries W{th
der about the meanings of QPOIOgIeS
8 us who function with a Skept.iasm
m their Perspective, apologies W‘.“_be
Thus a scene of one nihilist apologizing

e, we should won
I' sociopaths amon
CoOmmitments, Fro

Meaningless game.
to another nihilist for breaching val

ues that nej ds like joke
from 4 Beckery dialogue, at neither holds soun




.

ELEMENTS OF THE CATEGORICAL APOLOGY 65

details of apologetic discourse to the exclusion of a broader perspective.
When the offender engages the victim in this process of corroborating the
factual record, accepting blame, identifying each harm and the principles
underlying each harm, and expressing a shared commitment to those prin-
ciples, she may undergo a radical transformation in her relation to the vic-
tim. Instead of viewing the victim as a mere means subordinated to the
offender’s ends, undertaking this process of apologetic dialogue may cause
the offender to view and interact with the victim in an entirely new light.
The offender may, perhaps for the first time, recognize and treat the victim
as a moral interlocutor.'** Otherwise she might believe that the value she
breached deserves recognition, but the victim does not.

This helps to explain how failing to apologize for injuring someone can
actually be more harmful than the injury itself. If someone steps on my toe
and causes me some sharp but fleeting pain, I would consider this a small
offense. If the offender refuses to offer even an expression of sympathy,
however, then I might perceive this as disregarding me. Such a lack of respect
or contempt for me would, in my mind, constitute a much more serious
infringement on my well-being than the pain in my foot. Quarrels often
escalate into serious conflicts for precisely this reason: the victim feels not
only injured by the offender but also disrespected.

To some this may seem like an inconsequential definitional shift: of course
when Idiscuss a moral question with someone she becomes, by definition, my
moral interlocutor. Note the potential significance of this. The victim, whom
the offender may have perceived as but a tool for her use, can become the
Primary conversant in the offender’s task of reexamining and maintaining
ht?r core values. The offender comes to treat the victim as a being with
dignity and equal moral worth to whom she must justify her actions. In
“fha?t I'take as the most profound existential sense of the Kantian term, the
victim and offender recognize each other as people struggling to make sense
of the very meaning of their lives and values. Rather than interacting with
filqof certitude, the offender finds the victim worthy of engaging in such an
iitimate and identity-defining conversation. We acknowledge the person we
fistreated as essential to our own well-being. I mean to emphasize something
slightly different from the more common notion of recognizing the victim
3 2 moral agent: she becomes my moral peer. This invokes the Hegelian
notion of mutual recognition as well: I recognize when apologizing that
?1)’ own dignity depends upon others and my treatment of them. Apologies
00feground how my dialectical relationship with t!le oth.er constitutes my

Wi sense of meaning, value, and self. I can get straight with myself only by
f::::agtztr aight with Fhe otht'zr.'°3 If thesg Ka.n.tiar? and Hegelian notes dg no;
apprecia’t we can register Fhls th‘ought in utilitarian terms. As I apolf)glze,

late that the victim is a being who suffers and I can no longer discount

°f Pain againgt my own.
abilic en | apOlog{ze, I acknowledge my own flaws, uncertaint)f, and vulner-
Y. Vulnerablllty refers here not only to my fear of sanction, but also
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to my moral confusion and my existential tragihiey. In this \("HSC.‘\'IC[;]m z;]nd
offender become equals at the most basic level as they try to explain Wbalt' fas
meaning and value and recognize when one has straved trom Fhus;; e lt; 2
Together they now engage in the process of revealing Jml \ha‘p.mg r‘ ‘elwr'u tg
mate values. This, in part, accounts for the demeanor of humility associate
with contrition. It is not only that I have done something wrong, bf” also
that I have become a person who does such wrongtul things. This dlsrupt;
the very relationship between my values and my identity: T am not who
want to be. An apology can be so humbling in part lwmll\}' m this precar-
ious moment of self-scrutiny I turn nor to my closest confidant but to the
person I may be most alienated from on account of my own actions. The
Hegelian insight seems especially keen in this regard. However we describe
this experience - ag recognition of muty
1ty, respect, rationality, equality,
the favored Levinasian
apologetic meanings.
These points deserve special emph
selves as authoritjes In matters of mc
clergy, members of the judiciary,
teaches classes in ethical theory,
cede authority on these matters |
know better” than those who ¢

alinterdependence, dignity, human-
oreven transcendence of the other (to II.]ISC

| " N g r
term) — it may provide the bedrock for all othe

asis for those who may think of them-
rality, including ethical philosophers,
and others. Ag a philosopher who rcg‘ularly
Foccasionally find it espectally humbling to
nmy personal life. The sense that 1 *should
O not study moral problems professionally
acle to admitting my own failures and uncer-
rson Lhave wronged as a worthy moral inter-
religious traditions docs not necessarily make

Philosophy docs not establish moral supert-
ority. Although this may be utterly obvious to most, those who make their

livelihood in such fields can be remporarily blinded to this fact. Such charac-
ters may also Possess rhetoricy| tools thart aliow them to steer conversations

sions into more abstract and less personally
ffended by individuals with an alleged exper-

tainties and recognizing the pe
locutor. Just a5 knowledge of
one pious, expertise in mora|

d be wary if the offender’s apology begins to
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sinners apologizing to priests instead of to those who most directly suffered
the indignities. Continuing to fail to acknowledge the victim as a moral
interlocutor — whether from an outright refusal to recognize her as worthy
of engaging in such an exchange or from an ignorance of the meaning of
such an interaction - can cause the victim to experience still further harm
against her. The victim may perceive the initial harm as well as the secondary
offense of failing to recognize her as a moral interlocutor as enduring until the
offender specifically remedies both injustices. This concern therefore speaks
to matters regarding publicity, remedies, and standing considered later.

G. Categorical Regret
Several commentators claim that “regret or sorrow” is essential to an apol-
ogy, and Tavuchis goes so far as to claim that “[w]hatever else is said or con-
veyed, an apology must express sorrow.”'*4 Yet because sorrow or regret can
indicate sadness in response to any distant misfortune for which one accepts
no blame, the relation between regret and apologetic meaning could bene-
fit from some clarification. Regretting, much like being “sorry,” can mean
many things. Several of these meanings can be consistent with an outright
refusal to apologize. Whereas regret typically expresses a sentiment that I
wish things could be otherwise, this does not necessarily entail that I believe
that I have done anything wrong. I might regret, for instance, that you have
taken offense at my refusal to convert to your religion. Or I might find my
host’s dismay over my breaches of etiquette regrettable. In these cases I regret
the acts of others, rather than my own, because I believe the fault lies with
them. | might also regret a state of affairs without being able to attribute
lame to anyone, such as the regret I might experience in response to the
suffering resulting from a natural disaster.

. The colloquial use of “regret” can also refer to displeasure for harm that
Im_tend. A judge can regret sentencing a parent to a prison term even if she
believes this is the right decision. If she determines that the convict deserves
to Serve time and that the sentence is just and beneficial for the community,
the judge may continue to find it terribly unfortunate that the offender will
Spend a portion of her life incarcerated and will be separated from her child.
Although incarceration provides the best option among unfortunate choices,
;}el;t;dlge may nonetheles.s desc.ribe t.he outcome as “a shame."’ The j:ldge’s
though(;ﬁgs for a world in which thmg§ f‘dldn’t hfave to be this way eyer;
B COljdccl))ntmues to endorse her d‘easmn. In this respect, nonc'altegtl)frl(;:l
judge ot € more than. an expression of sympathy or compassion. If t t;
e Wha:s }Clal'e to expl_am her. regret, §he draws. attention to the cols.ts.f
explain thes' e believes is the rlghF choice. In doing so, she may ezp ;Cl.t y
Principle ‘m‘PO.rtanqr of her choice 'and why she endorses the under y}llng
condiiong espite its high price. S.he might alsg comment on the many other
Dlace fy. to— such as poverty, racism, and a failing educational system — that

© many of these choices before her.
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In this light we can make sense of the lack of g;ltcggfmtl rcgrc:n|tr1d§::-
dine Zidane’s apology for his intentional head humng.ut an (’)‘p;)f:in ! S[atedg
the 2006 World Cup final. “I apologize, to all the chnldrc'nv, il 4:r’1his fami
explaining that the opponent provoked him by rL'[ﬁt';l(("tll)}ll.]sl.l [‘l (g.l,mn o
ily and that he “would rather have taken a punch lll”( 1 1‘;\“ in have
heard that.” “My act is not forgivable,” he ;1dl’n'ltlt'd, but they m e
punish the true guilty party, and the guilty party Is the one who p}:o\.on (;n
Zidane then spoke as if he were a judge channching divine ’rlct‘n) utlothere
the pitch: “If things happened this way, it's hc.c;]usc somewhe rc1 ulp e
it was decided that way. .. .1 don't regret anvthing thar h.lppcn‘c(‘ 3 .alC : PS
it.”%°5 Zidane may frame his remarks as an apology, but he explicitly Lcjallinl:e
a higher power guided his actions and thus he should not regret them. Un

Agamemnon’s vilification of the Homeric gods for meddling with his affairs,
Zidane embraces the will of the footb

also infer that he might find himself j,
ilar provocations in the future. Rath
error that he wishes could be undone
actions.

Likewise, a patient may find it regrett
expensive life-saving surgery while she
indicate that she regrets her choice to e
regrets that others cannot enjoy the s
suffering of others caused by a n
explains to an employee that s
and proceeds to fire the employ
but regrets that she must under
for the employee. This notjon

all gods. From his statements we may
istified if he responds violently to sim-
7 ? Y . n
er than believing that he has made;
tectively continues to endorse his

» he effectively continues t

able that others cannot afford an
can, but this docs not necessarily
xercise her advantage. Instead, she
ame bencefit, just as she might regret the
atural disaster. Similarly, when an cmplo)"e:
he “regrets that it has come down to Fh.ls
ee, the supervisor stands behind her dCCISlqn
take the unpleasant task and causc hardship
of regret also surfaces when a partner ?sti
romantic relationship, as she might “regret that the relationship has .falledf
while walking oyt the door. Such yse of regret can parallel expressions 0
Sympathy described earlier in that both do not accept blame for the harm
Luse the notion of “categorical regret” to refer to an offender’s recognition
that her actions, which caysed the harm a¢ issue, constitute a moral failure-

In this Sense, an offender wishes that the transgression could be undone.
She explains that

o he
. she regrets what she has done because it is wrong, She
w1shes. she had dope otherwise, and in accordance with this realization
commits to not making the g

3,
) ) s
ame mistake again. I other words, the offende

fecognition that S were wrong leads to g belief that she should

her action
ave done other

wise and

) iate
o : context of offering the apology to the 3PPrOPnal
Epogrgl,. gotlcfe tbat On€ can express thig kind of regret without categorlcil ¥
12Ing, for instance if the offe et
. nder expr AEEHIGE
than the victim, presses the regret o0

do li)ppoje ! am faced with a choice of whether or not to rescue a stray
® > adopring her. 1 do not rescye the dog becayse my landlord does not
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allow pets and I am unwilling to look for a new apartment. I later learn
that animal control captured and euthanized the dog. Now I realize that
the inconvenience of finding a new apartment is superficial compared to the
well-being of the animal and the companionship we would have shared. I
wish I could turn back time and rescue the dog. I made a mistake and I
regret it. Notice that rather than merely expressing disappointment that
I had to choose between the apartment and the dog, I wish I had chosen
differently. In the context of apologizing, categorical regret as I use it refers
specifically to recognition of a mistake rather than an expression of sorrow
over missed opportunity. This nuance invokes problems of incommensura-
bility. When choosing between incommensurable goods such as rescuing a
dog and remaining in my apartment, I will suffer a loss either way. I may
interpret my feelings regarding this loss as regret. Unless I believe I should
have chosen otherwise, however, sorrow over the recognition of what was
lost rather than categorical regret best captures my sentiment. Again, merely
choosing between incommensurables cannot cause categorical regret unless
[ believe I made the wrong choice, and I cannot apologize fully if I would
again make the same choice however difficult or tragic it may be. We find
a source of confusion in this regard in invitations asking for “regrets only”;
0n my account, we cannot categorically regret something we have yet to
do while continuing to endorse it. As with “sorry,” the conflation of these
fiistinct senses of regret causes the moral force of categorical regret to bleed
into other uses of the term. When commentators call for regret to accom-
Pany apologies, we should differentiate these meanings or we risk reducing
the full moral meaning of categorical apologies to expressions of sympathy
or disappointment.

My characterization of categorical regret as central to apologetic meaning
appears to be a minority position in apology scholarship. Lazare implies that
he does not find regret to be a necessary element of apologies, as he provides
three consecutive examples of what he considers “successful” apologies: a
lawy_er expressing shame for not sending an important letter, a parishioner
admitting embarrassment for her delay in returning a book, and a driver
gesturing contritely to a pedestrian after nearly colliding with her.’* In
each case we have no way of knowing if the offender would commit the
offense again given similar circumstances. Unable to gauge the nature of
the 9ffender’s regret, the apology’s meaning remains ambiguous. Similarly,
Louis Kort claims that an apology can be “full-fledged” even if it successfully
r:lc(g; zir;y of the forrps of regret mentioned ear'lier, including those that do not
« ¢ wrongdoing.’” Richard Joyce believes an apology only requires

adeq“.atel)’ convincing affectation.” 1°8
Offen(zjt;:% however, t_he stark distinctions.be.twee‘n an apology declarin%i the
2polog thtraclilsgressmn as wrong and wishing it coulq be undone anl an
o droy 1at does not do so. If the Enola Gay mebardner offers an apology
PPing the bomb on Hiroshima but continues to endorse his actions

A
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as the best option given the geo-political situation and his personal circum-
stances, then he would appear - like the judge who regrets that she must
imprison a mother - to regret only that this justified action carried such
costs. Richard Nixon’s resignation speech famously invokes to this concern:
“Iregret deeply any injuries that may have been done in the course of events
that have led to this decision [to resign]. I would say only that if some of
my judgments were wrong, and some were wrong, they were made in what
I believed at the time to be in the best interests of the nation.” 'Y In addition
to refusing to corroborate the historical record by referring to “injuries that
may have been done” and not identifying which of his decisions were wrong,
Nixon implies that his actions may not have been wrong given the choices he
faced. Confronted with similar circumstances, he might still have believed
those decisions were “in the best interests of the nation.” Under Nixon’s
ambiguous logic, morally abject acts such as lying to the public could be in
the nation’s interests, Such a position parallels the common disclaimer “lam
sorry but I must.”

Jana Thompson has noted in this regard what she calls the “Apology
.Paradog.”‘m If apologizing commits the apologizer to wishing that the deeds
{0 question could be undone, for some harms this might entail the apologizer
Suggesting that she should not exist. Following Derek Parfit’s notion of the

exist, fegretting the events that led to our existence (and thus our ability
10 apologize)

that the exi preserf]tila paradox or at least a rather awkward claim. Given
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farm. Suppose I do rescue the dog, take a large financial loss moving to a
new apartment, and she attacks my new neighbor soon thereafter and must
be euthanized. Such circumstances might lead me to question my judgment,
but I could continue to believe that I had made the right choice given the
information available to me and the priority of my values. My response to
the next stray dog I come across would test my evaluations of risks and
benefits. As I discuss later, such questions often arise in collective apologies
offered by corporations or governments because institutional policy often
must take calculated risks in order to manage multiple objectives.
Politicians from across the ideological spectrum face these issues, and U.S.
Senator Hillary Clinton’s refusal to apologize for her vote authorizing the
use of force in Iraq invokes several of the concerns that span the preced-
ing chapters. Perhaps even more than her husband, Hillary Clinton has a
reputation as a lightning rod for criticism from conservative commentators.
The attention drawn to her in this case, however, resulted from challenges
issued by fellow Democrat John Edwards. Edwards and Clinton both voted
for the Authorization for Use of Military Force Against Iraq Resolution
of 2002. As rivals for the 2008 Democratic presidential nomination, both
sought to distance themselves from the increasingly unpopular war. Edwards
repeatedly offered apologetic gestures for his vote, titling one editorial “I Was
Wrong” and stating that he “should not have given the president this author-
ity.” “Had I known,” Edwards explained, that the information “I was being
given by our intelligence wasn’t the whole story ... I never would have voted
for this war.” ' He later expanded on Meet the Press: “It wasn’t just the
Wweapons of mass destruction I was wrong about.” “It’s become absolutely
Flear ~and Pm very critical of myself for this — become absolutely clear, look-
ing back, that I should not have given the president this authority.” Having
said this, Edwards challenged Clinton: “anybody who wants to be president
of the United States has got to be honest and open, be willing to admit when
they’ve done things wrong.” 12
AsStanley Fish pointed out in coming to Clinton’s defense, Edwards seems
fo bff Manipulating an overly simplistic conception of apologies. Although he
admits that he was “wrong,” he effectively says that he was wrong because
Fhe Bush administration lied to him. He admits that he was factually wrong —
like the child who is wrong in answering an arithmetic problem — but he does
not explicitly shoulder blame for that wrong because he implies that those
:VVE: FimVidCd misleading intelligence proximately caused his vote.””> Thus
ing ;1 ooks prima facie like an apology can be read as a means of fi?ﬂegt-
5 lame. We might specifically blame Edwards, for instance, for failing in
::sr :Uty to treat the intelligence presented by the president more criti’cally.
Whoﬁgps he s,fvould have known that the intellig.ena'e pro'vnded “wasn’t the
5 0p ;tor}’-‘ And although one would not ordinarily think of an apology
i dp Ttunistic, in this light Edwards’ statements appear to exp!on the pub-
esire for a president whose style of leadership contrasts with the Bush

.
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the powers granted wisely or as a last resort, we can still judge her for trust-
ing that he would satisfy these prerequisites. Congress could have required
Bush to return for its authorization once he had satisfied its conditions,
and she could have voted against a resolution without such precautions.’s
Even if the intelligence was incomplete and misleading, twenty-three other
senators saw enough to reject the resolution. This makes us wonder what
those twenty-one Democrats, one Independent, and one Republican senator
(along with 133 members of Congress) saw that Edwards and Clinton did
not. What principles separate those who supported the resolution from those
who opposed it? I, for one, would like to know more about what Edwards
and Clinton were thinking when they cast their votes. Did either allow their
political ambitions to influence their judgment? Did they place their fortunes
with the majority on that issue, but retrospectively hedge those bets once they
lost? Honest answers to those questions would be illuminating.

A categorical apology from Clinton and Edwards might share their por-
tion of the blame for the war in any of these senses. In doing so they could
improve our understanding of the factual record surrounding the lead-up to
the war, including providing a more transparent picture of how they analyzed
the issues. If we could see the questions as they saw them at the time, perhaps
we would better understand, sympathize with, or support their decisions. A
Cfltegorical apology from Clinton and Edwards could also accept their por-
tion of blame for the war, explain why and how they were wrong, endorse
the values they breached, and acknowledge those they harmed. They could
also express the sort of categorical regret that commits them to reforming
anq providing redress. All of this could be quite fortifying for contemporary
politics. It also would demonstrate the importance of apologies providing
fa.ther detailed accounts of the salient historical record because seemingly
minor details about the offender’s knowledge and mental states may funda-
mentally transform judgments regarding the offense and the apology.

Instead, we hear binary sound bites: Edwards apologized and Clinton
dld.r'lot. If we learn anything from the war in Iragq, it is that recent U.S.
politics have been allergic to nuance. The conflation of the threats posed
b}’ al-Qaeda and Iraq or President Bush’s declaration that one is either “for
him o against him” in the fight against terrorism are but the most obvious
eXamples. John Kerry’s attempt to account for basic distinctions regarding
Cll:c‘t,g:i on the war may have cost him the presidency.. Some portion of tllle
unpatrio:' Seeﬂr.ned m0\.1ed by drumbeats from conservative analysts that (in y
inag 1¢, tlip-flopping metrosexuals need suPtlety to expla.m themselves

Ime of war. Here again we should hear Adrienne Rich: “Lies are usually

a . .
"empts to make everything simpler - for the liar - than it really is, or ought
to be‘ P116

And T do not refer to the “metrosexual charge” lightly. Just as Kerry’s

(o} 0. 1+t 5
isp Position attempted to emasculate the decorated veteran, Clinton’s gender

Obviously in play. Deborah Tannen describes at least one bind Clinton
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suffering of Jews but does not explicitly accept blame — either personally or
as a representative of the Catholic Church - for those harms; 2) he does not
name any wrong in particular, leaving us to wonder for which of the many
offenses against the Jews, by Catholics and others, he expresses sadness;
3) the value he endorses appears to be a “brotherhood with the people of
the Covenant,” but the relation between this value and the transgressions
to which he refers remains vague; 4) this leaves unclear how the Catholic
Church intends to reform its behavior and provide redress for its (yet to be
specified) offenses against the Jews; §) given the long history of Catholic
offenses against the Jews, we wonder if the Pope has standing to speak
for offenders across the ages; and 6) without these issues clarified we can-
not be sure for what the pope seeks forgiveness or if he and the Church
deserve such forgiveness. According to Lazare, the Pope’s actions would be
an effective apology “even without the note.”’*® Apparently for Lazare the
Pope’s very presence and contrite physical postures at the holy site convey
all of the essential meaning of an apology. I would be more cautious here.
The meaning remains cryptic even with the Pope’s written statement, but
without the explanatory note his gestures would be even more inscrutable.
Like German Chancellor Willy Brandt’s gesture of kneeling before the monu-
ment to victims of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, the Pope’s visit undoubtedly
holds profound symbolic value. The absence of an explanation of the ges-
tures leaves us without a window onto the mental states directly relevant
to apologetic meaning. Perhaps in light of our desire to receive satisfying
apologies, we may read more meaning into opaque gestures of contrition
than they warrant.

Even if the offender articulates apologetic utterances, it matters to whom
§he apologizes. An offender’s internal monologue regarding her responsibil-
1ty and regret for the transgression will bear meaning for her, but until she
offers those thoughts to her victims they cannot become significant for them.
Itmatters not only that I speak the words, but to whom I speak them. If [only
denounce my sins to a priest in confession or in prayer to my god, the victim
May never learn of my contrition. I also may continue to fail to treat my victim
a5a I.noral interlocutor if I do not engage her in a conversation recognizing
h?r right to be free from my trespass. In some cases offenders awkwardly
tilreCt the.ir Statements to a general audience without acknowled‘ging_the vic-

™8 specifically. A spokesperson for Weekly World News, which listed an
5 ;g;ngogolice officer who suffered severe bur.ns over his”face, arm}sl, ?nld
owingar ty as one“of the worlc'l’s “Top Ten. Ugliest People, offer(;.ld td§ o
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CoﬂS’picu g \l’von t happen again.” 2! Acknpwledgment of the victim aplpegrf
ing t0 the usly al?sent in the statement, as 1f the spokesperson was apologiz

N subscribers boycotting the tabloid rather than to the officer.
ing ﬁﬁoct:‘;r question arise_s rfegarding the aud.ienc.e f.or an apology: how mean-

an apology be if it never reaches its victim? In contrast to cases in
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which the offender does not intend to address the apology to the victim .but
rather to a priest, a judge, or some third party, suppose that the apologizer
attempts in good faith to reach the victim but fails. Imagline‘that the offender
offers what we might consider a full apology but the victim does not hegr
her, or perhaps she mails a written apology but the victim never receives it
Or suppose the victim is dead by the time the offender apologlzes..

Some might be surprised to learn that Kant argued for apologies to the

dead. He provides this example in Metaphysical Elements of Justice:

If someone spreads a rumor a

bout a dead person’s crime that when alive would have
made him dishonorable or at

least despicable, anyone who can provide evidence that
this accusation is intentionally false and a lie can then openly declare that he who cast
aspersions on the dead man’s character is a calumniator, which [in turn] makes [that
person] himself dishonorable. He [the defender of the dead man| would be unable to
do all of this if he did not rightfully assume that the dead man was insulted thereby,

even though he was dead, and then he [the dead man] was owed an apology from
him [the rumor monger], even if he no longer exists.'**

If one takes a deontological view of apologies, the death of your victim does

ot discharge you from your duty to apologize. We can also appreciate how
utilitarians and virtye ethicists would find value in such apologies for the
offender and community. Even if ap apology to the dead cannot achieve cer-

i eaning, others are not only possible but also quite important.
Such apologies may hold great significance for the offender and the com-
munity even if they do
things - create 4 historical record, attribute blame, endorse the breached
value, promote reform, and Provide various forms of redress, In this respect,
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€IS as they agree on the factual record of events, attribute blame, ident,lfy
sh?red moral. principles breacheq between the offender and victim, provide
relief to the victim, and transform the relationship between the offender and
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in unforeseeable ways with some creativity and persistence. In the absence
of certain beliefs regarding the afterlife, however, the death of the victim or
offender causes the opportunity for some types of meaning to be lost forever.
This becomes quite evident in cases of collective apologies for harms in the
distant past, which I discuss later.

Whereas death may present an absolute bar to some forms of mean-
ing, other questions regarding the timing of apologies require more subtlety.
According to some etiquette guides and dispute resolution manuals, an apol-
ogy should follow immediately after the offense.'*3 Immediate apologies pre-
vent the victim from suffering an unacknowledged indignity for longer than
necessary and allow the parties to work toward reconciliation as quickly
as possible, but this may not be appropriate or possible in cases of serious
injuries. If I accidentally harm you, I may instantaneously explain my lack
of intention and take measures to minimize your injury. If I intentionally
harm you, it may take years for me to understand my wrongdoing as such.
If I decide to rob you, presumably at the time of the attack I feel justified
in some sense or believe my actions require no justification. I may need to
undergo considerable moral reflection and transformation before I regret my
actions and see a need to apologize. As several religious traditions discussed
later accept, this can take some time. Thus if I decide to apologize for the
robbery years after the attack without coercion from a penal system — imag-
ine that I admit the offense and apologize even though it seems that I will
never be caught for the crime — this could signify a decisive development in
my moral growth. This might apply not only in cases where the victim and
offender are strangers, but also between enduring friends. If I apologize to a
close friend for mistreating her many years ago, the time between the harm
an(.i the apology may indicate that I have given the matter serious reflection.
[did not forget what I did, and now I find the value I breached so important
that T return to it even though she may have long forgotten my transgression
and Lis relationship may be quite strong even without an apology. Such an
Occasion can renew our commitment to shared values that perhaps we have
';‘)lloWed to lapse over the years, and we can see how such an apology could
C:;:s(t(r):;ordinar.ily signiﬁczjmt within an intimate relationship. Sometimes in

collective apologies, such as the Pope John Paul IIs for the Cru-

sades, the duration between the injury and the apology can be hundreds of

Years. Such situations may also reflect an institutional moral transformation

1 Tepresentatives of a collective come to understand that moral standards

:Xz‘;‘l’glwgd and member§ now believe that it is incumbent upon them to

S :ﬂt ¢ old ways while stating their new standard. For some this may
€ too late, but others may find it better late than never.

Oeset}i:n faflso notice. a further concern related to thg timing of an apog)g}’:
an aurhol-(i)t fiilder deliver the apology only after the victim has reclllueste 1 (or

efore ¥ has commanded) an apology? Or does she volunteer the apology
€Xperiencing pressure to do so? If a parent commands a child to
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Where we find an apology will also alter its meaning, as potential contexts
present an infinite source of symbolic and instrumental value. Even if other-
wise identical in content and form, an apology from Clinton for the Lewinsky
scandal takes on different significance if offered in a televised news confer-
‘ ence from the Oval Office than if spoken to Hillary Clinton in their private
f home or in the office of their marriage counselor. This leads us to consider
the private or public nature of apologies. Although philosophers debate the
nature and boundaries of the public and private spheres, some distinctions
bear obvious relevance for apologies. In some situations a victim may prefer
that an offender not pronounce the apology to a general audience. If the
perpetrator of a sexual assault wishes to apologize, publicizing the offense
through an apology may increase the harm to the victim. We can imagine
other scenarios where disclosing the contents of an apology to anyone other
than the victim could cause her various forms of discomfort or humiliation.
If a former romantic partner apologized to me for being unfaithful, I would
probably not enjoy my colleagues, friends, and family reading about it in the
New York Times. Occasionally we should be wary of the intentions behind
an urge to publicize an apology. The desire to broadcast one’s contrition
may bespeak moral grandstanding, attempts to improve one’s image before
voters or consumers, or even an intention to disgrace the victim.

In most cases, however, I suspect that attempts to limit an apology’s audi-
ence arise from the offender’s interests in minimizing the exposure of her
wrongdoing, Suppose a surgeon accepts blame for killing a child through an
act of gross medical negligence and privately apologizes to the parents, yet
Sl}e refuses to admit her wrongdoing to anyone except for the parents and
h1re§ attorneys to deny her wrongdoing aggressively in protracted litigation.
Behind closed doors, the surgeon may explain precisely what went wrong,
accept causal and moral responsibility for the death, identify and commit to
the breached underlying value, express categorical regret with genuine inten-
tions and emotions, and even confidentially provide compensation beyond
what she stands to lose in the worst possible legal determinations against her.
f‘f the surgeon publicly denies all of this, we will lack certain meanings. As the
. safe apology” legislation d‘iscussed eal.'lit?r provides, the SUrgeon can express

Ympathy for the parent without admitting any wrongdoing. Although the
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legal advantage that I discuss at length in subsequent work, should lead us to
question the intentions of the apologizer. Although the surgeon may identify
and commit to the breached underlying value in private discussions with the
parent, her public defense will likely cause her to deny that she has indeed
breached the value. She might privately claim, for instance, that she finds
inadequate medical care resulting from overworked surgeons performing
too many procedures to constitute a moral crisis. Although she refuses to
admit publicly that her practice suffers from this failure, in private conver-
sations with the parent she blames the death on just these conditions. Such
a position could seriously impede efforts to reform the surgeon’s practice as
well as those of the broader profession. Refusing to address her offense pub-
licly against the grieving parent can also fajl to honor her status as a moral
interlocutor before the community. Failing to honor her dignity publicly in
this way also conveys the sentiment that the surgeon’s reasons for denying the
apology trump the parent’s justifications for publicizing the apology, which
€an continue to view the parent as a mere means to the doctor’s ends. We
should also not forget that the surgeon’s denial would constitute a lie. In
addition to the contempt we might hold for lying, such behavior may also
lead us to question how the doctor’s intentions, emotions, and character
relate to the meaning of her apology, as considered later.

I. Reform and Redress

For many of us, 5 Promise never to repeat the offense often constitutes the
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Harris regrets that unintentional victims will suffer. All told, he continues to
endorse his actions and his apology should not be interpreted as indicative
of reform. Harris does not believe he is about to make a mistake.

Asdiscussed earlier, categorical regret views the past action as an error and
thus vows to refrain from committing the same error again. Without this, the
offender could engage in a continual cycle of transgressing and apologizing.
Because of this worry we meet apologies of serial offenders and apologizers
with skepticism until the offender consistently avoids temptations to repeat
the offense. Otherwise, as Amitai Etzioni putsit, “a person could sin all week,
show remorse on Sunday morning, do his or her repentance by citing a prayer
fifty times, and start all over again.”**® Even if the offender relapses after
apologizing due to a weakness of will rather than disingenuous intentions,
this distinction may hold some meaning for the victim in that the offender
recognizes the immorality of her act. It will not, however, provide the victim
with security that the offender will not harm her again.

The ultimate meaning of apologies — like the meaning of promises —
depends on future behavior and therefore we cannot conclusively judge them
at the moment they are spoken. Here we can appreciate the wisdom of Mai-
monides, who explained that we should only consider repentance complete
if the offender confronts and resists similar temptations that led to her sin.
Without abstinence in the face of temptation, Maimonides is unwilling to
judge the meaning of the offender’s words. In addition, one act of abstinence
does not close the record on the value of an apology. We often judge an
offender’s commitment to reform and forbearance over their lifetime, and
a0y regression can diminish an apology’s significance. If we view a categorical
apology as a promise to reform kept over a lifetime, violating the conditions
of reform or redress vitiates its meaning. An apology gains credibility as time
Passes without a relapse, and for this reason we can only finally judge the
offender’s commitment to reform over the duration of her life. Some might
find this overdemanding. If I apologize for stepping on someone’s toe, for
€Xample, it may seem excessive to claim that repeating the offense years
later fievalues the initial apology. Yet if I have apologized for intentionally
Stepping on someone’s foot — perhaps I have done this on a few occasions
:;h?:. l:xpressing anger with someone anc? Idoit witb enough fgrce to cause
mitm]e nfth— repeating the offense wo.uld 'mdeed' call into question mzl com-

ctrayin o reform, In'cases of marital infidelity, the importance 0 neve;
ident; fyiﬁ a spouse again would be paramount. I see 1o satisfying means o
Withou cg 2 point prior to deth when the promise to reform can expire
thy § Ompromising the meaning of the apology. If I only express sympa-

Y for the offense, however, then we cannot necessarily presume that I am
“ommitted to nog ffendi ; inded h f Tolstoy’s caricature: “I
Sit on g g : reoffen ling. I am reminded here 0 Yy 1 .
myself c;msh ack, choking him and makl'ng him carry me, anh' Ylet al:S“fll
Possible 1 others that I am very sorry fqr him and wish to ease his lot by a

€ans — except by getting off his back.”**?
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Denouncing my wrong and fulfilling my promise to reform typically con-
stitute only the initial stages of responding to an injury. We often seek a
kind of penance from the offender and we can describe this by any number
of terms: reparations, remuneration, restitution, recompense, compensation,
damages, amends, restoration, redress, or others. Our use of these terms can
be misleading. Consider common usage of “reparation.” Whereas restitu-
tion refers specifically to returning something taken wrongfully, we often use
reparation to describe a form of recompense for less tangible losses. Derived
from the Latin for repair, reparation implies that such responses return vic-
tims to something like their pre-injury state. Similar notions such as redress,
amends, and restitution are often said to make a victim “whole” by returning
what the offense has taken away. Theoretical treatments of apologies speak
in these terms, explaining how remedies “repair” or “correct” the injured,
“restore” the victim to her state before the injury, or reestablish a “moral
equilibrium,” 130

Quantifying the values of apologies can generate additional confusions.
A numerical model may suggest that if the offender can transfer X quan-
tity of an apology to the victim, then she will have balanced the scales of
transgression and contrition, Ag Montaigne describes it, “if repentance wete
lalld on one dish of the scales it would outweigh the sin.”'? We find this
butive calls for an “eye for eye” and characterizations

of an apology as “owed” as if discharging a debt to a bank. Yet unless

an aspect of a wrong, for instance j ir bi ‘
after I damage it. Apolo ¢ it I pay the repair bill for your property

Money ofter | gles, however, are very rarely “just about the money.”
bill may lead et 1m§ other elements of an apology, and paying the repair
e :ie to el%eve that I haye satisfied my debt without offering any
endorsing }:ge WCr meanl{lg. Because [ cap pay the bill without identifying or
future, or addres;)irrllg N lSSue,fpromising to refrain from such behavior in the
’ man . . . .

economic exchangegrisk 'O th? other considerations discussed herein, the
As we often fing in le Slreplicmg all of the other elements of an apology-
without admiteip, h g2 settlements, [ cap throw money at the problem

Althoust glt at I have dope anything wrong

ugh acutely Critical . :
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response will transform the relationship between the victim and offender
in distinct and often unpredictable ways. Our figures of speech may distort
our perceptions if we believe that we can erase our mistakes from our rela-
tionships. As Benjamin Disraeli has said, “[a]pologies only account for that
which they do not alter.”*33 Every injury creates particular suffering and loss
in the lives of individuals. Nothing can unscramble those eggs. Even after
a robust apology, the relationship moves forward forever in the shadow of
the injury rather than backward to a time before the trespass occurred.”
“Apologies may restore some dignity,” writes Martha Minnow, “but not
the lives as they existed before the violations.” 35 Our moral language often
masks the utter obviousness of the simple fact that moral injuries create an
unrecoverable loss regardless of what remedy might follow. If an assailant
apologizes for robbing me and devotes her life to reforming her behavior
and providing me with various forms of compensation, her apology may
hold great meaning and accomplish many social objectives. It seems far too
simple, however, to believe that her actions are equivalent to the harm done.
Although a proper discussion of the problems of moral incommensurability
is beyond the scope of this work, at a minimum we should be aware of how
such ontological and metaphysical presumptions orient understandings of
apologies.
As I consider subsequently in relation to binary notions of forgiveness,
these observations expose the potentially misleading characterizations of
apologies and attendant remedies as providing “closure.”*3¢ The attempt to
make narrative sense of our lives and overcome wrongs against us renders
Fhe idea of definitive closure quite appealing. As will be especially noticeable
In cases of grievous injuries or collective atrocities, no remedy can provide
2 “tidy ending” to suffering.’?” This creates numerous difficulties for our
m(?ral sensibilities, and we often prefer to act as if moral debts have been fully
paid even when we recognize an irreducible balance. This unpleasant truth
Occasionally appears in socially destructive forms, such as in the tendency
E‘O continue to brand criminal offenders who have served their sentence as
convicts.” When the fact that no compensation or punishment can undo
& crime becomes undeniable, some offenders live out their lives continually
Teminded of the impossibility of closure.
pa )I'fn r:r)ltfffflzitfdy can definitively account for an injury, this'does not regclier
Pettigrovan« Other forms of apologetic compensation meaningless. F.orf en
itis nor oe’ _Whlle an apol’ogy absent reparation may.be an apology‘m orm,
appropriarze in substanc.e. 38 Yet how do we determine what coll}stltutes arl;
1 this e Set.remedy? History offers numerous attempts to for'ma (ljzedanS;NSr_
g thI}ll Exarpples from antiquity 1nclu'de the Sumerlf’n} o ?fonses
and the I,Sab IIC provided economic compensation even for vio en; 0 ;weh,;

ables pen i’ Onian .COde of. Hammurabi.’® The Roman Law Olf the i oud]
et tar 1zed thieves twice the value of the gqods they stole, and early
ibal laws codified under the Lex Salica provided a restitution
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- schedule for both grievous and petty crimes. Ethelbert of Kent promulgated
;‘ laws assigning precise values to body parts, even differentiating between the
‘ worth of the various types of teeth in one’s mouth. Contemporary attorneys’
manuals such as What’s it Worth¢ and Stein on Personal Injury Damages
categorize the human body and the pain it can suffer, organizing injuries
under headings such as Amputations, Brain Cancer, Burns, Buttocks,
Comatose State, Eyes, Eyelids, Face, Finger, Genitalia and Reproduction,
‘ Heart, Leg, Lung, Liver, Miscarriage, Skull, Sexual Assault, and Wrongful
Death. As if leafing through a department store catalogue, one can browse
the inventory of injuries, read a few sentences about the litigants® misfor-
| tunes, and find the price of the loss.

This returns us to the issues described in the introduction that led me
to consider the possibility of apologies providing a form of remedy beyond
economic compensation. Three related points arise here. First, we appre-
ciate that no remedy can erase the past. Second, we sense that economic
compensation ~ while often valuable in many respects — can be an obtuse,
incomplete, and even offensive remedy. If I send my friend some money as
restitution without further comment after inexcusably breaking our dinner
a.ppointment, I'risk further offending her by implying that I can reduce her
‘ time and our relationship to an economic transaction. My offense may have

cost her some money, but the economic loss does not constitute the moral
core of the injury. She may construe suggestions otherwise as an affront to

h?r dignith as Kant famously claimed: “In the realm of ends, everything has
elt.her a price or a dignity. Whatever has a price can be replaced by some-
thing else as its equi

valent; on the other hand, whatever is above all price,
and therefore admits of no equivalent, has a dignity.”14° This would be still
ot evident if rather than missing a meal | committed a serious offense -
such as rendering her child paraplegic — and responded by cutting her a check
after consulting the valuation estimates in What's it Worth? Although the

money may be valuab] di . o al
bills and futyre ¢y ¢ and indeed essential to pay for the child’s medic

insulting because 1 . e would likely seem insufficient and even
U.S. Supreme Co
Penalty becayse

harms hig action,

urtindicated that “[r)estitution is an effective rchabilitative
it forces the def

\ endant to confront, in concrete terms, the
S UENE caused,” but if T am ylera-rich and the payment for

ot
quate and unjust becayee ; Y would seem transparently inad
relief. 41 Mone g
N Y, 0 put it dj .
Provides commep P ifferently, would not cost enough. Restitution

Surate financijg] .
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- Wagatsumg 4 > but other sphere
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damages for injuries that are not easily reducible to quantifiable economic
losses.”™* In this context apologies risk becoming “transactional,” seeking
tosupplant designations of guilt with the morally equivocal language of costs
and benefits. ™43

Third, how should we account for those nonpecuniary lexicons of value
within the remedial aspects of apologies?*#4 Instead of conceiving of apolo-
getic compensation as a retrospective quid pro quo, it can be helpful to
understand remedial measures as oriented toward the future rather than the
past when remedies cannot provide equivalent or even commensurable reim-
bursement. Rather than attempting to undo history or balance the scales of
justice, we can think of remedial action as taking practical responsibility for
the harm caused by the offender. Taking practical responsibility must often
go well beyond legal and economic consequences, and again such needs can
take an infinite variety of forms. How should a victim and an offender deter-
mine appropriate expiation? Shared conceptions of fairness should guide
the parties. Because categorical apologies convey a shared commitment to
an underlying moral value, the victim and offender may share a concomi-
tant conception of how to respond to an offense of the norm. A shared
commitment to the underlying value, however, does not necessarily entail
a shared view of the appropriate remedy for breaching that value. Offend-
ers’ expectations for satisfying such responsibility will differ according to
injury and context, and we can notice how it will be necessary to parse
blame before determining how to best attend to those responsibilities. We
¢an imagine, for example, that if I accept moral responsibility for crippling
a friend’s child that - beyond paying the bills for her treatment - I might
persgnally care for her and share the various kinds of work required of par-
€0t 1n such a situation. Persistent devotion of my time to the child would
address aspects of apologetic meaning beyond the usual reach of a financial
Settlement.

Sltuations arise where offenders cause harms exceeding their resources. If
an Impoverished person causes expensive property damage, she may be inca-
gable of ever Paying restitution even if she agrees that she should repay the
aecbetr.tisi nan apology the.n be.yond her means:p Although she cannot prfovide
ing g relsortdof'meamng if she cannot relieve me of the burden' }(1) p;y-
o, Sheate bills, that may be insignificant when’ Compare:d wit hot ir
ing the by Calrll make. As a testament to the offender’s dedication to 'dogoto
2 vietiy mac ed value, a small amount of hard-earned n;oney p{)ol\il e 0

ccause o, ;*Y convey more meaning than a large check (rif)m a 1t thI:ailtu_
ation of thengybpossesses differential moral value degen ing on ; € s
Wealth (cop ‘de tor. A small.amount from someone without vas}: J‘ﬁs "
P SII) er a child offe.rmg a ye?r’s allowance.) may not pay the lnomic
Sphereg M,o ut it can provide consndfarable meaning w1tl.nr.l nf)n-f?COtriCtl
&onom;c tereo"ef, if we need not think of the costs of injuries in s .dY
ms, an offender’s offer to personally care for me or provide

I
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some other valuable deeds while | am injured cpuld ‘b}i mu;ildn;lgrtehir;]li?rrllg
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convey that she would rather die than suffer through providing the remedy,
which might include public humiliation, destruction of her personal finances,
or a prison sentence.

Notice here the continued relevance of standing considerations. The very
idea of reform loses much of its meaning if I can delegate it to another. Just
as I will not enjoy the health benefits if someone else exercises for me, only I
can undergo my own moral reform. One cannot delegate self-improvement.
Likewise, we can appreciate the importance of the offender undertaking
remedial activities herself. If I cause harm and my mother pays the bill, this
differs considerably from compensating the victim with earnings from my
own labor. Unlike many fungible commodities within capitalist markets, the
origin of the goods offered as redress bears great significance. This would
seem still more apparent if the redress took the form of services rather than
money. If a wealthy offender can pay nurses to tend to her victim, this would
fundamentally differ in spirit from the offender providing the care personally.

Situations will arise where the offender and the victim or community
disagree about the appropriate remedy. The offender may believe that she
must reform and undertake some remedial action but find the request for
compensation excessive. If I apologize for breaking your window and you
demand that I buy you a new house, I would find your proposed remedy
disproportionate to the offense. I intend this example to emphasize how
disagreements regarding appropriate remedies do not always result from the
offender balking at legitimate remedial demands. Victims may knowingly
make unreasonable demands to test the waters and determine just “how
much an apology is worth.” The victim as well as the offender may exploit
apologies to her advantage. If an attorney who stands to gain one-third of
 settlement mediates between the victim and offender, she has considerable
CCOIIO.mic incentive to exploit the apologizer’s vulnerability and guilt and
egotiate for the highest possible award. A victim’s abuse of an offender in
this way can constitute an offense in its own right. As is often the case in
f:;s?)nah legal, apd political conflicts, the giving and receiving of apologies
that OCCOII}e a thinly veiled power struggle divorced from the r.noral.harm
aftermccrillsmned the exchange. As I consider later, this was e'v1dent in the
air ﬁeldat ftOf Fhe emergency landing of a U.S. spy pla.ne ona (;hlne§e m?htafy
2001 AT hef 1t had.collided with a Chinese fighter jet and killed its pilot in
fitual.s it l?ugh Chinese and American officials performed elaborate apology
ﬂegoti;tlt hec?ame clea.r that both parties used tbe apology as a‘p.retexr dto

Apol € their purely instrumental pursuit of their respective political ends.

5 Eutolgetlc Offenc.iers may find various kinds of‘mforn'lal redress' Justi-
aPOI()gizCe;gal remed.les excessive. This can create.dlfﬁclultle.s. ‘If I P“Vate(li}’
ings and ; for punching you but then deny that I did so in criminal proceed-
the earliere use to accept legal consequences of a}ssault charges, then | trx,i;rgir
abpea concerns regarding the public functions of an apology. Lee Taft

'8 10 believe that a full apology requires an offender to accept any
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these cases may be difficult to untangle, but such determinations haunt many
questions regarding our remedial responsibilities to others.

Some offenders may resort to a familiar strategy when they find a vic-
tim’s requests for remedy excessive, engaging in self-castigation in order to
immunize themselves from further responsibility for their offense. As Oscar
Wilde quipped, “[w]hen we blame ourselves we feel that no one else has the
right to blame us.”"#¢ An offender may preemptively blame herself before
the victim can participate in the assignment of responsibility, thus allowing
the offender to assert control over and frame the apologetic discourse. She
may then attempt to make quick work of apologizing. If this does not sat-
isfy the victim, the offender may assert something to the effect of “I said
I'am sorry” with the emphasis on the past tense of the act to remind the
victim that the work of apologizing has already been completed. In addition
to the numerous ambiguous meanings of the word “sorry” that allow the
offender to eschew a more explicit moral conversation regarding her offense,
the offender attempts to use the very utterance of language of contrition as a
shield against accepting further remedial responsibilities. Some use this tactic
aggressively, perhaps believing that the best defense is a good offense.

Consider conservative pundit Bill O’Reilly. In advance of the 2003 inva-
sion of Iraq, O’Reilly claimed that Saddam Hussein’s acquisition of weapons
of mass destruction justified Operation Iraqi Freedom. O’Reilly promised the
following if no such weapons were found: “I will apologize to the nation and
Twill not trust the Bush administration again.” "4’ Operatives found no such
Weapons and the following exchanges unfolded between O’Reilly, Charles

Gibson, and Robin Roberts on Good Morning America on February 10,
2004:

O’R,EILLY: “Well, my analysis was wrong and I'm sorry. Absolutely. You know. And
I'm not pleased about it.”

CIBSON (OFF CAMERA): “Camera’s right there.”

OREILLY: “Yeah, I just said it. What do you want me to do? Go over and kiss the
camera? All right. I was wrong. I'm not pleased about it at all. And I think all

RoAme“CanS should be concerned about this.”

SERTS (OFF CAMERA): “It’s not the apology that I care about. That’s truthful. You
(] sy in there, though, if he’s clean, if there’s nothing, I will never trust the Bush
,admmistration again.”

ORELLLy; f‘l am much more skeptical of the Bush administration now than I, I was
at that time, Absolutely. And I'll tell you why. I understand from reading the Kay
Teport how it a]| happened because I believe Kay. All right? I don’t think Bush lied,
Gl:etol don’t think Bush was, and his people, were nearly skeptical enough gbout

Whatge Tenet and his guys bringing him in this stuff. I think they cherry-picked

they wanted to remove Saddam Hussein.” ™8

B .
w{;evera.l measures, O’Reilly offers a rather meaningful apology. He admits
Ngdoing, he explains why he was wrong, and he expresses his increased

.
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offender such that she crusades against similar wrongs and her life’s work
becomes entwined with and an extended response to her initial wrongdo-
ing. Yet because we typically believe that an offender can only accept blame
for the harm she proximately caused, at some point it may no longer seem
entirely appropriate to characterize her actions as redressing the initial wrong
because they have so obviously surpassed typical expectations for remedial
actions. As I indicated earlier, however, it is rarely a simple matter to deter-
mine when someone has discharged her debt to the offender. Indeed, thinking
in such an economic manner belies the incommensurability of injuries and
remedies. Suppose I apologize to my spouse for a sexist act and I immerse
myself in studying sexism to demonstrate my commitment to the underlying
value. This then spurs me to devote the remainder of my career to teaching
classes in sexism, publishing on topics in sexism, and advocating in various
forums for the eradication of sexism. In this example, it would be impos-
sible to discern precisely where my actions have satisfied my debt to her
and become non-apologetic in nature. In light of my resistance to binary
conceptions of forgiveness discussed later, it would be especially difficult to
identify the apologetic tipping point where I have cleared my moral account
and should be rewarded with her forgiveness.

J. Intentions for Apologizing
Having previously examined concerns regarding the apologizer’s mental
States at the time of the alleged offense, which often take the form of asser-
tions that the accused “did not intend” the harm and thus describe it as
accidental, we now turn to the offender’s intentions for apologizing. Even if
an offender attends to all of the previous elements of a categorical apology,
lt' still matters why she apologizes. Although many of the previous discus-
Sions speak to the offender’s intentions to some degree, we should be careful
10t to underestimate the significance of the offender’s motivations and men-
tal states. If an unfaithful spouse offered what appeared to be a categorical
apology not because she believed that she had committed a moral error but
ccause she sought a strategic advantage in divorce proceedings, this would
gmmatiCally alter the meanings of the gesture. Similarly, if I knew that my
ao(sj L ﬁre me if [ did not provide what appeared to be a categorical
ilf)gﬁi)lgty f(gr lnsubord.ination, the apology would be considerably less' mean-
apolo io' oth 9f us if .shc? knew that I only went t.hrough th'e m_otlons }(l)f
apolog Zing while continuing to believe that my actions were justified. The
p etedgt}lll would be less meaningful in both cases even if the offe‘nder cor(ril-
the apolsgiquested remedial tasks and did not reoffend or otherwise degrade
50 ?n(/z mlght be tempted to think of this as a “sincerity condition,” but doing
the mgstmlss potential S.u.btleties at work. Even if we conﬁne'ourselves. to
or 1mpurictomm9n definition of sincerity as an a.bsen.ce of deceit, hypqcrlsy,
Y, various possible uses of sincerity in this context may signify
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material distinctions in apologetic meaning.*5° [ might sincerely feel sympa-
thy for the injured. I might sincerely regret that you have taken offense to my
justified act. I may not share the value at 1ssue, but I sincerely commit to never
breaching it again because I understand that doing so would jeopardize my
employment, my social standing, or my freedom from incarceration. I might
sincerely believe I have made a moral error for which I must atone. It also
seems possible that I could believe that I sincerely apologize although I am
actually quite confused about an element of an apology. I might assert that1
sincerely apologize, for instance, even though I do not wish to accept blame
for the harm. | might believe at the time that I sincerely apologize, but then
come to believe that what [ intended was not an apology at all according
to my revised views. We can compare this to an adolescent sincerely believ-
ing that she loves her first romantic partner, but later in life recognizing the
relationship did not meet her mature standards of love. We would not think
of her as insincere or dishonest when she told her adolescent companion
of her love because she later came to change her understanding. In these
senses it matters to which aspect of my apology the sincerity attaches and
therefore general assertions or judgments regarding an apology’s sincerity
can overlook crucial distinctions in meaning,

Categorical apologies entail 3 commitment to a shared value, which
speaks not only to the Prospect of a future free from harms caused by
:rse}?:rhe(;s s(;fn tSl;eOsfhared princ.iple. but also to a relariox?ship that may include

goodness, justice, or even the meaning of life. An apology

motivated by a commitment tq one’s principles and relationships will hold
meaning beyond the ultim

We would see her words agziowde .redres.s for the ! emainder of her lfe t}'le:il
control might be 4 effective e - dlffere'nt lghe. Although SUCh' rlnmt
repeat the injury ang that th et Of- AL Gl U Gl v i nli)-
work remedia] activity, somefh‘-,mnm. will benefit from the offender’s cloc
reflective commitment, to th e absent because an autonomous
instances we wq X € value does not motivate her efforts. In most
™" an apology from person who consciously agrees with
f Y spouse apologizes for e O Machine mimicking moral agency
to know whether she _ as nz l“:}flg unfaithful, it would be essential for me
Mitment to Marital fideljs Y ¢ partner - freely shares the breached com-
values, or haq been coerceg, Secretly. scoffs at my puritanical monogamous
same mind regarding this . ot conditioned intq behaving as if we are of the
2Pology not only proyide Oredv.al.“e’ Understanding the intentions behind an
1or but asq Provide insighlzr’e €tIve power into the offender’s future behav-
apologies serye many funeri Into the natyre of our relationships. Categorical
fetions, and we cap advance some of these objectives
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without regard to intentions. The uses of apologies, however, account for
only some of their meanings. In this sense, apologies may speak to the
offender’s character rather than merely to her ability to navigate a maze
of social expectations.

Here we can contrast Lazare’s largely instrumental account of apologies.
Lazare does not consider “strategic apologies” — which he understands as
“motivated by the offenders’ attempt to change how others perceive them
or keep their relationships intact or enhance their social stature” - to be
“somehow less truthful” than apologies motivated by deontological or other-
directed concerns. He suggests this position “even if the offenders do not
exhibit shame, guilt, or empathy.”*5* Inquiring into the mental states behind
the appearances of apologies seems imprudent for Lazare because doing so
risks questioning their worth, and in light of this Lazare asks: “How can we
argue against social harmony among individuals, families, and nations?”5*
“To believe that a ‘pragmatic’ apology is somehow less truthful or less effec-
tive than a more impassioned one,” he continues, “is to value style over
substance, as if we believe that the manner in which an apology is delivered
is more important than the goals it seeks to achieve.”’s> However manipula-
tive or malicious an offender’s intentions may be when apologizing, Lazare
implies that ignorance is bliss for a victim and we should not interfere with
her illusion: “As long as an apology meets important psychological needs
of. the offended ... we should not diminish its effectiveness by becoming
critics.”*s4 Philosopher Richard Joyce shares Lazare’s opinion that we may
Occgsionally reduce the value of an apology to a cost-benefit analysis, with
i(?c1al utility occasionally trumping veracity. “For my money,” Joyce claims,
. if Fhere are important beneficial consequences that can be attained if that
Individual ‘says sorry,’ and little in the way of costs, then I would prefer
‘tO see him do so. .. rather than see him retreat behind a defensive wall of
Ldidn't do i, 55 Thus, if you believe that you have not done anything
Wrong and feign your way through apologetic gestures in order to advance
Some social objective, these theories have difficulty accounting for the radical
shlfts-m meaning between such a performance and a soul-rendering act of
contrition,

Serf:i(:nmt deny tf{at even ‘the most deceptive and disingepuous apo}ogies
of meanﬁ?rt??t soc.la.l functions, but surely they do not.prov1de certaml or?s
would dragi. }:he injured party learned of the deceptlofl, for exalr)np et li
would be anlt = pure_ly strategic apology of much of its value ecause 12[
cast attribm'ess conv1nc1ng mdlcatmj of the fl.ltlll‘e performal?lc‘e, 1thwou :
Posedly gh I(Zins of blame into question, a'nd it would fiestabl ize the sup-
Poundg beze val}le at s‘tafke. The victim might also consider het:)r mjl:iry c.or:d
Xegarding thausf’ in ad’dmon to thf: o.rlgma'l harm, now s.he has e;:n etcellv ¢
cal commiy ¢ offender’s apologetic intentions. Eveg w1th01.1t a efo;l (L Oid
told to ¢, ment to thf; wrongness of lying, many will consider a alseho
€M in the guise of an intimate apologetic gesture as a particularly

.
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?l;?;riﬁielis hold togetlll)er such relationships. .Indeefi, ltf seems thiitt lzlt;:(l)ll);
of our most commonsense criticisms of apologies arise from ar;tisfactory
that they perpetrate some form of a lie, as we so.often heaiel:(rtlzal
apologies described as false, disingenuous, decepnve},1 or pre S arer;dy i

Apologies occasionally appear empty beFause they transp s
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with some the motivations appear obviously and exclusively se

moved to a )
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izin
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for what Lazare helpfully describes as “
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even if the apology holds little meaning for us because we sense that it serves
a purpose in the offender’s self-understanding. Steps eight through ten of
the Alcoholics Anonymous program, for instance, require the individual to
list those whom she has wronged, to “make direct amends to such people,”
and to continue to admit when she is wrong.’s® We may find an offender’s
dredging of the past unwelcome if, for her own benefit, she revisits an injury
she caused without regard for pain she produces in us when recollecting the
offense. The Alcoholics Anonymous program recognizes that insensitivity in
this respect can amount to a distinct injury and thus wisely requires offend-
ers to make amends “wherever possible, except when to do so would injure
them or others.” 59

Jeffrie Murphy points to a related issue. “We normally consider granting
mercy or pardon when someone begs or petitions for it,” Murphy writes, yet
a “truly repentant person ... would normally see his suffering punishment
as proper and might. . . even seek it out.” Why, then, does the offender plead
for a reduction in punishment? “Is the fact that he wants us to reduce his
punishments,” Murphy asks, “perhaps evidence that he is not repentant and
are we then faced with the problem that the only persons who are truly
eligible for mercy on grounds of repentance will almost never get it because
their repentance will cause them not to ask for it?”° I plan take up this
conundrum at length in future works with respect to criminal punishment,
but we can notice here how questions regarding the apologizer’s motivations
can fundamentally alter our perception of acts of contrition.

Jay Rayner lampoons apologies motivated by desires internal to the
pffender in his novel Eating Crow. 1 discuss this entertaining story later
m.the context of collective apologies, but Rayner’s protagonist provides illu-
Minating examples of how perverse some motivations for apologies seem.
Atthe outset of the book, Marc Bassett works as a London restaurant critic
who gains notoriety for his acerbic reviews. A chef kills himself in his own
oven after Bassett lambastes him in his column and Bassett subsequently
apologizes to the deceased’s family. Bassett finds the experience of delivering
:)l;et Zsology so grfltifying that he becomes addicted to the ritual.anc'i see}l:s
. high”ef)’;)ne in h1§ past tha.t.he has wronged.so that he can again ‘r‘lgie t S
ith oy rﬁe express.mg COnt.rltIOIl.IGI He desFrlbes the feeling asa ) uil,n
— ofaPOIOgles”reach.mg a full catharsis and others p.rOVlC::.Ilgh ”lif',z Z )
Bassett comaPOIOgY helping him to “start the day oo a thle }ig . iy
Your chogs ”es“t? upderstand apologies as 3 BIETE _Of geitmg tllf_lgs tcl)xat )
“Martey 1 > closing up an agec! wound, apd being gb e to claim the l
more nieaa('i been dea.lt WItb,” .hlS peers rea.hze that hxs,’?éc}tlons havle l{ttez
primany Lnng than hfs “enjoying the purging qf guilt.”*> He apo (zigxf :

i 0ncz : ;cause he likes the way it feels';, and his targets refuse t;) lln ui rg1
himself Altﬁy unders?tand .that he apologizes merely as a means o p'te?;l i
1o iso] o.ugh this fictional example presents an extreme case, It help

3t the importance of intentions to the meaning of apologies. If the
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her feelings of remorse, guilt, or shame drives her actions, does this render
the apology a selfish action undertaken primarily for the apologizer’s mental
health rather than from a duty to the victim? If apologizing for harm in
the distant past, do the same emotional expectations apply? Does it suffice
for the apologizer to feel an emotion, or must she express these feelings to
the offended or the broader community? Must she express these emotions
in a certain manner, for instance with the proper tone and gestures? Does
the relation between apologies and emotions differ with cultural or gender
expectations? If some of us lack typical emotional capabilities, for example
due to brain injury or mood-altering medication, will this hinder our ability
to apologize?

lam afraid that philosophers of emotion only compound these difficulties,
as they notoriously dispute the nature of emotions and their role in moral
life. For Aristotle, learning to experience the proper emotions in the proper
circumstances constituted a central aim to living well, but one might also
manipulate emotions for questionable rhetorical ends. Numerous medieval,
early modern, and modern philosophers debated the worth of emotions, with
Augustine, Aquinas, Descartes, Pascal, Locke, Hobbes, Spinoza, Shaftesbury,
Malebranche, and others weighing in on the growing debate. Whereas Hume
firgued that “reason is, and ought to be, the slave of the passions,” Kant
mﬂuentially followed the Stoics’ conceptions of emotions as irrational judg-
ments and considered emotions a form of impulsive inclination that could
Impair rationality and tempt us to stray from our duties.’*® The romantic
tradition elevated the emotions to the apex of human experience, and Niet-
zsche extolled passion generally while he denounced some emotions akin to
resentment as driving the slave morality.’s” Figures as diverse as Rousseau,
SChopenhauer, and Adam Smith believed that emotions should play a role
In the development of moral sentiments.** Disparate treatments of emo-
tions continued into the twentieth century, and philosophers from diverse
meth.OdOIOgical perspectives seem increasingly interested in the topic.”®
tiorcl;slv\e;l tl}lle breadth of phenpmena considered under t.he rubric of gm(?-
entist’s }f should not bfe surprised that contemporary philosophers and scll-
simple O;:’Cl re.ached htt.le consensus on Fhe subject. Even the seemingly
Competin ological question of what emotions exactly are offers. numerou;
“feel: ”g answers. Corpmon sense may indicate th:'at sadn‘ess is a sort 0
Ologilcnafi, but what provides the source of that s'ensat.lon? Is it a bare ph}.'si:
psycholopriocless, a secon.dary exgerlence of phy§1ol(')g1cal processes, so}?i
el Whi tca constru'ctlon, a kind of. normative judgment, orl'somft feé;
ear, love .Oevﬁn qualifies as an emotion? Marth.a Nussbagm 1stZ] grillt’:
as Standa,r]d Y, hope, anlgir, gratitude, hatred, envy, ]ealougy, ‘plt)f, [anbetgv]:een
eMmotion, anflxamples. 7 However_, can we draw clear dlStlIflCthIlS peween
Sion, o - gloods? Nussbaum distinguishes betv.veenI ::Ivo orms of chan

b ODjectless I‘I.IOOd and the other an emotion. How precisely
ese boundaries? Does melancholy, anxiety, or fear in response to
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my death -even a death in the distant f}JFure; C};)nritslt:et;; gzr(l);ct, ;2;203;2_’
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emotions discordant with her values (or the values she was in the process of
internalizing), her parents and teachers would hopefully attempt to cultivate
more appropriate feelings in her. If our child plays on a sports team and
begins to experience feelings of hate for her competitors, we would take
extensive measures to correct these feelings.

Bernard Williams has likewise noted the tight relationship between moral
and emotional concepts. We consider some emotions, such as wrath, nearly
synonymous with vices. We think of others, such as love, as virtues.7# In this
sense it can be difficult to untangle the specifically emotional meaning of an
apology given its interrelation with the other elements. If the offender appre-
ciates that she has wrongly caused someone else to suffer, this moves her to
accept blame for the injury, and she then cares for the victim, it seems that
sorrow is already embedded within these activities. As Nussbaum explains,
an “emotion such as grief is not simply a mindless surge of painful affect: it
involves a way of seeing an object, an appraisal of that object as important,
and the belief that the object is lost.”*75 This builds the judgments of other
aspects of apologizing into the “feeling.” Given our vague and contested
understandings of what specifically constitutes the emotion of sorrow and
the dialectical relationship among belief, cognition, action, and emotion, we
can see the difficulty in isolating a specific emotional component of apolo-
getic meaning. If someone laughed while apologizing for a serious harm, I
would suspect that this emotional inappropriateness would signify only the
beginning of the problems. The embodiment of emotions further compli-
cates matters, as | might explain an especially emotional apologetic gesture
nOt.OnlY by reference to my values and beliefs but also to my physical state.
IH_“ght feel particularly emotional today because of a lack of sleep, back
Pain, or the drugs I have ingested. These factors may not directly relate to
my contrition — though in some circumstances they might, for instance if
Iy rffstlessness resulted from anxiety over my offense — yet they trigger an
emotional outburst when | apologize.
thevzrlrtll:) tt.hese concerns in mind, we can drayv out the .relalt7i60nshi'phbetvaeen
calin efzons most cc.)mm'only associated w1tb apologies.””® In light o n}:y
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cally refersceptanc’e of .b.lame, I return to these emotions first. Emphat ,y typl-
fons The bto one’s ability to recognize, understan.d, and ff:el anoi:i le; S <?m0-
tions e fi:ter we cgn comprehenfi another’s bel.lefs, desires, and li e'snuad
relate 1o | g emgathlc understanding, the more likely we can ascertain an :
son, Whercen'- emotlonal.states.‘7'7 Sympatl}y relat.es more clos.ely to dcof'npf*;lse
State ang wfnh‘}’e perceive a Sl}b)ect suffering or in an f)Fherwxse un c;s}r:i!( "
Ympathy als “for'the alleviation of the negative Fondmon. Wefc}alm thin i

U rathor i; X ee.lmg sorry for,” noF necessa}rlly in the sense }? av1r;§e§rfy
Our compap; 01;1 ing thflt another will be l'Cll(?VCd from hardix] 1}}1) or oem ag_
thy g derstaons 1p while she endures a negative experience. Whereas ¢€mp

nds one’s mental states but may not evaluate whether they are
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appropriate or justified, sympathy judges those states and hopes for their
alleviation. We often use compassion to entail not only the passive sympa-
thetic wish for relief, but also an active effort to provide such relief. Stephen
| Darwall stresses the perspectival shift between empathy and sympathy. In
‘ empathy we may adopt a clinical stance on the subject’s viewpoint and imag-
‘ ine how she must feel. “Sympathy for someone,” Darwall distinguishes, “is
‘ felt, not as from her standpoint, but as from the perspective of someone
! (anyone) caring for her,”178 Philosophers debate the relationship between
| empathy and sympathy, for instance with Stocker and Hegeman resisting
Nussbaum’s suggestion that empathy leads to sympathy. Yet we can imagine
scenarios where one might be empathetic but not sympathetic (I understand
your feelings but believe you deserve to suffer) or even sympathetic but not
empathetic (I want to help you although I have no idea what bothers you,
why, or even if anything is wrong).'79
Given these usages, why do we associate empathy and sympathy with
apologies? A 1996 letter to the New York Times in response to an essay by
Deborah Tannen captures one reader’s opinion: “One of the reasons that my
ex-.husband is my ex is because he found it easy to say, ‘[ was wrong,” but next
to impossible to say, ‘I'm sorry.” The former is an intellectual acknowledg-
ment of error, but the latter shows remorse and empathy for a fellow human
being.” 8 We yij turn to remorse shortly, but her distinction between empa-
;}:t}:sigil?tt};e:hip;l;geﬂc meaning resonates. Although I previou”sly drew oull:
ogizing because of ir'?sontavlf ldjnc’e Qf the il “',as mrone hen ap(i)f
blame, I risk overem hs Firke mission of wrongdqmg an’d.acceptance
bhasizing the importance of this cognitive component

€ victim all of thig may seem abstract, distant, or cold.
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may sound like an - otiona IY as well as intellectually. Prima _de’e o
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an apology, Witk ating the relevance of the mental state of the victim 0
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victim’s felg sufferin




ELEMENTS OF THE CATEGORICAL APOLOGY 101

incur medical expenses, for instance, empathy provides an understanding of
the less visible and noneconomic damages. If I understand that you also expe-
rience considerable physical pain, anger, and increased anxiety and fear, Imay
be more likely to appreciate why my actions were unjustifiable. Hume and
Schopenhauer found sentiments essential to moral judgment for these rea-
sons. If we can relate to a victim’s mental states and recognize them as unde-
sirable, this triggers a sympathetic desire to ameliorate such suffering. Thus
sympathy can provide motivation for an apologizer to undertake remedial
actions.

Shame, guilt, embarrassment, remorse, and regret also commonly appear
in apologetic contexts. As with empathy and sympathy, drawing sharp dis-
tinctions between these interrelated and often concomitant emotions proves
challenging given the contested definitions of each phenomena. Philosophers
have paid considerable attention to distinguishing shame and guilt, with
Rawls’ analysis in A Theory of Justice exerting some influence over the
field."® According to Rawls, “shame is the emotion evoked by shocks to
our self-respect” % but we feel guilt when we “act[ ] contrary to [our] sense
of right and justice.” "% Both involve our sense of morality, but in guilt “we
focus on the infringement of just claims of others and the injury we have
done to them, and on their probable resentment and indignation should
they discover our deed.”!#+ In shame we feel “struck by the loss to our self-
esteem and our inability to carry out our aims: we sense the diminishment
of self from our anxiety about the lesser respect that others may have for
us and from our disappointment with ourself for failing to live up to our
ideals.” ™85 A single wrongdoing might provoke feelings of both shame and
gui-lt, but the primary distinction involves the emphasis on either my disap-
bomntment with myself (shame) or my concern for the victims and norms I
have transgressed (guilt). Bernard Williams and Rawls agree that guilt and
shame produce different worries and desires in the offender. Both describe
Sh?me as eliciting contempt — as opposed to anger — from others.”® Whereas
guilt may result in anger against the guilty, one can typically ameliorate the
cmotion by taking remedial actions. Shame can produce remedial paraly-
818, and according to Williams shame results in “not just the desire to hide,
Ot to hide my face, but the desire to disappear, to not be there.”*®” Nuss-
e;:m Provides a sirpilar distinction. Unlike shame, guilt does not “‘sully th,e

rety of one’s being.” 188 Because it can be eliminated by correcting one's
actions, gujlt «is 5 dignified emotion compatible with optimism about oge’s
gfzsupte;:}tl: ni8 Iln light of these dis.tinctions s,(’)me havi made br(iad :sla”liri’l:
and T i lf:Ora structures of “guilt cultures. versus shamei cu tufrs};ame
and guile 5 ter consider Sandrail Bartky’s fe.mmlst pbenomeno ogy ot $h

¢ $ It relates to potential gender difference in apologetic meaning.
. ZVZ iurther distinctions may prove helpfu!. Embarrassment sué;gzstt;;
than ashi rrie of contrpl and culpability, as I might feel emparrasse r .
ed for accidentally bumping into you - the accident bespeaks a
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' her than a moral failure or flaw in my character: WZI;E:;
S kind of bashfulness or uneasines
also experience embarrassment as a ne publicly lavishes praise upon
we have done no wrong, as TR SO ret for one’s wrongdoing, and
e Laemorse tends to ir‘lgic'ate ana;r??zzeifrfl%e memory of the transgression
g i “biting a . i —
I inaL\jfl;l:trc())l?rtSC(s)lrlifie:rtlce. I cognsi%iered the vari(l)]usdriotézza(zi er :iiitrler; e
' d here hardly
il detail earlier, but notice that my account t
8 191 . o
. If-:{m\(:/t l((i)cr)lf.:sS)each of these broadly distinguished emotlo.ns rz{lactﬁ ;)n ZI;OOIHS
geticomeaning? Perhaps Kantian morgl theor.les W(-)UIdj:r:;V:lses that duty-
largely irrelevant or even potentially dI.Str acting he significance of
?)i)uflfingyents should override. A complete disregard f(?r. tne i]iderstood in
: apologetic emotions, however, is suFely a mlnom);dp;);l:;olike ——Y
i‘ accordance with the earlier description, guilt wou ompanics the reco:
| ate emotional component of an apology l?ecau.se it a;CShare 2 commitment
| nition of wrongdoing as such, Whe.n we xdentlfylzn car to designate the
to the value underlying a transgression, guilt would app iit also spurs us 0
‘ corresponding emotion, Ag ap undesirable emotion, guits clutches. Notice
|| undertake the reform and redress likely to free us from o mreadlie
how the Kantian objection resonates here: we shguld not | ot rather by
desire to alleviate the ill effects of our own negative emotloCtS - <ooms that
our responsibilities to the transgressed values. In some }:CSp:he S .
the wish to Improve the well-being of the other, rather t and vide redress.
assuage our own guile, should motivate us to apol.oglze ar} p e desire 10
For Kant, however, Proper motivation would arise not I‘OI;nt cather from
relieve the suffering of either the offended or the offen.der 111) re “fecling’
a duty to the universg] law. One might also object that if the hi et from
of guilt provides the catalyst for apologizing, the apo!ogy mig % of making
being “undertheorized” ip, that the offender might skip thc': worf Lt leads
the breached underlying valye explicit. Whether the feeling of g

still
. i : ~ resents

to the cognitive appreciation of the wrongdoing or vice versa p

another consideration,

In emphasizin

g the offenge against self-
to the failure 1o achieve my own objectj
values so centr,| to apologies, If ap offen
ysis SYmptomatic of shame with sufficie
that she [ackg the hope or Will to proy
transform hery behavior, 1 Williams® deg
appear is aceurate, it wil] b difficylt fo

€ome before her victim and communjt
and set oyt to

|

regard, shame relates more CL‘ZZ
ves than to the violation (')fls ral-
der experiences the remedlaf prlorﬂ
nt intensity, she may feel so to o
ide redress or expend thC. eff(())r dis-
cription of shame as a de§1re E o
r an offender suffering this effe

ng
¥> accept blame for her wrongdoing
redress the Injury,
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shame for their suffering, as cases of domestic violence often demonstrate.
If a transgressor comes to bear the emotional responsibility for the harm
and justifies the victim’s sense of injustice, then the victim may come to feel
less burdened by the guilt or shame arising from her unwarranted feelings
of complicity in her own abuse.

In future work I will consider the relation between apologies and the recent
revival in shame as punishment, for example in the work of John Braithwaite,
but the punitive role of emotions in apologies presents some interesting and
disconcerting issues. Negative emotions can have a deterrent value in that
potential offenders may resist urges to commit offenses if they wish to avoid
the unpleasant feelings of guilt or shame that may accompany their deed.
Negative emotions may also serve rehabilitative objectives because an expe-
rience of guilt may move an offender to reform her behavior. Shame, guilt,
sympathy, and empathy all play a role in reintegrating the offender into her
community and sensitizing her to the consequences of her actions. Emotions
may also incapacitate offenders, leaving them so embarrassed or ashamed
that they lose their will to deviate.

Beyond these utilitarian functions, might emotions also serve a retributive
role within apologies? Might we want an offender to feel negative emotions
when she apologizes because we believe that she deserves to suffer from the
emotions? In some circumstances, Kant explicitly claims that courts should
command offenders to apologize in order to cause them to suffer public
humiliation and thus pain commensurate with the harm they caused. Like
requiring the offender to kiss the hand of the victim, a forced apology serves
retributive ends because such “humiliation will compensate for the offense as
like for like, 7192 Watching the offender bear the weight of a heavy heart may
*ate our retributive desires, and therefore we might find that an offender who
offers an otherwise robust apology “gets off too easy” if she does not serve
her emotiona] sentence. Several social scientists imply that apologies miti-
Bate a victim’s “anger and aggression”%3 and social psychologist Ken-ichi
Ohbuchj claims that apologies provide “aggression-inhibitory effects.” ™94
5;21?? 02 one of Ohbuchi’s studies igdicate that "‘V\.'hen tbe harn;-d'oerg
from fe :e > as OPPf)sed to'when they did not, the v1ct1m-sub]ects” re ;;ln; .
foung “i;le aggression against them.” “The more severe the harm, O uCh i
ViCtirn,’s k € more extensye of an apo.logy may be neec!ed. to allev1ite [: e
fetributiv:ger ?nd aggressm.n..”‘” This suggests tl.lat victims linay arto‘;
on thig v sentiments whep 1.n]u.redl. The scales of justice can be cor;;ecde1e
Offende, iI:’;/l.elt'her by the victim inflicting harm upon the offender ﬁr hY -
the greater 1cting harrp upon herself by apologizing. Tl}e greatel:r; e harm,

. the aggression or apology needed to recoup its cost.” .
Vate dli};t lii:ldigg inherent va!ue in the suffe.ring of the.apologizerl be. Zr:;);l(;
feel ame S t'lan deontologlca.l _be!lefs? Might we dCS.ll‘C the apo Ol,‘ilz o
We take pl; agsul t, remorse, humll}atxon, or other. negative emotions :
ure from her suffering? Do we desire the offender not only to
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provide the appropriate emotional accompaniment to wrongdoing, but also
to debase herself through various forms of groveling? Perhaps apologies offer
occasions for vengeance and we enjoy watching offenders buckle under our
reestablished authority over them. Perhaps Nietzsche, more so than Kant
or Bentham, illuminates our motivations by explaining our interest in the
emotional pain of the apologizer - like the pain of the punished criminal - as
an expression of resentment and a kind of power cheaply attained.™’ This
may help to explain the cultural obsession with apologies of the famous, in

I that some might take particular delight in witnessing the powerful submit
“* to, suffer from, and internalize the values of the herd. Some might even take
‘ pride in the apologizer’s humiliation: [ may feel a surge of strength as I watch
a celebrity reduced to tears because of her failure to honor my values. Mat-
ters become still more perverse if we think of shame or guilt as emotions
of self-punishment, potentially rendering the emotional content of apologies
masochistic as well as sadistic.,
Emotions present still further complications for a pologetic meaning. First,

I might experience multiple conflicting emotions while apologizing. I can-
not begin to unravel the many possible webs of concurrent and contradic-
tory emotions, but some examples should help to demonstrate the potential

isspes. Suppose I hear a hilarioys joke the moment before I apologize. 1
quickly attempt to reorient

cannot help but think of the

my emotions from amusement to guilt, but [
punch line and a giggle interrupts my somber
gestures of contrition. Likewise, apologies for offenses in the distant past
I‘:Z{l:;: ?re();se emotions with equal inFensity as will those for fresh injlffiffs'
deeme ing ferle.nce concurrent €motions in a proportion that the v1ct}IL1
empathy ai;:l soprlate},1 for instance if, instead of being primarily filled W%fh
e Yfrri)pat y for my wife as  apologize to her, [ am overcome Wltd
that we s, I:ak:pect of b.eu.l.g abandoned by her. Although Sartre af.gued
Proper emotions | ;?Spon“blhty for our emotions and Aristotle believe
Part involuntay arrlldlcited-a good upbringing, they seem to be at least 10
o prg’ nd thus it would be odd to require an offender to man-
apology seriousls 198 }Ilf eland degree of emotions before we would take her
X 80 seems possible that providing an apology could

be upliftin f
g for th i ;
the occasion of bei(?rfrfier?; er 1n that she could feel pride rather than guilt on

In this sense we g he o a person who takes responsibility for her actions.
overriding her uﬂltg ft think of the apologizer’s pride in her moral progress
BUllt for past Wrongdoing. Notice, however, the difficulty of

identifying wh
en
self-respect from ;(}:;t?Pologlzer reaches the tipping point on the scale of
V€ 10 negative emot;

motions.

Motions cap also ;

0 ~ .
otiona| outburstg c;:tirfere with other aspects of apologetic meaning
conveyed in a garp|e ofF ﬁf oud an apology as we try to discern the meanings

S and startg thy, may hinder gestures of contrition

from 5 distr
augh
to disguise deﬁ%i;ngifef:gder' Offenders may also rely on maudlin display®
M an a but no amount of tears will PrOVide
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the sort of significance, for example, resulting from a clearly articulated
acceptance of blame. Similarly, offenders may use emotional intensifiers as
substitutes for other forms of meaning, for instance explaining that they are
“really, really sorry” for your injury. Without further explanation, such state-
ments suffer from the ambiguities addressed earlier with respect to statements
of sympathy that do not accept blame. Apologizers can also use emotions
offensively in a campaign to win forgiveness, as a weeping offender can leave
the victim so uncomfortable that she offers exculpation simply to bring the
spectacle to an end.

We also should not fail to notice how the diverse role of emotions in
various cultures inflects apologetic meanings. Some communities discour-
age emotional displays altogether. Others celebrate emotions. Whereas some
emotions, like fear in the face of danger, have an obvious evolutionary func-
tion, others undergo social cultivation or suppression.’® In some contexts
anemotion may be glorified ~ consider the idolized wrath of Achilles — while
in others the same emotion would be considered barbaric.2>> We also learn
what sorts of things warrant emotional expenditure within given contexts.
Inthis era I might find an insult to my penmanship from a superior colleague
amusing, but one hundred years ago I might have been humiliated by such
ajudgment and suffer from the anxiety that poor handwriting may cost me
my livelihood. Such insights motivate J. S. Mill and Catherine MacKinnon’s
respective studies of the construction of emotions as experienced by women
within unjust conditions. This also informs the work on the distinctions
between guilt and shame cultures referenced earlier.?** Any discussion of the
tole of emotions within apologies, therefore, must remain mindful of the
complex nexus of beliefs and values in which we find acts of contrition.

~ Having noted these complexities presented by the relation between emo-
tons and apologetic meaning, let us consider one last example: Antonio
Damasio’s neurological studies of subjects who have suffered injuries to the
Frefrontal and somatosensory cortices of their brains.>** These individuals
;zlin tihi ordinary ability to experience emotiqns, and we can Wonder hoyv
Clairnsgtht un}cller Stanc.i an apology from thf.:m w1th<?ut ,thls capacity. liamaslo
teal o at the emotional deficiency impairs a sgb]ect s ability to make pﬂrac-
of fendergfmems, a.nd the extent to Whl‘Ch this is true may preverg suc ’a’n
tesearch Srom seeing a need to apologize. One m.lght expect, ai lamasmf
Vide an ot}lllgges‘ts’ that an offender wquld be conmderably‘less li he y to Pr'(t)e
S berw1se categgrlcal apology if she doe§ not experience the .reqtulilh ‘
— intecause emotions spur us to apolpglze and help Fs lnalVlga ethan
Speculation erpersonal acts. I suspect that. this is correct but little more nen
amasio’wnl;?ut furthc?r empirical ev.ldence. Nevertheless, sfupposerious
nse, § hes subjects provides an otherwise exemplary apol(;)gzif Of'?t1 Sfeacin
Ptations accepts blame for the harm, sh<? never reoffen sd elspl e valueg
she cony to do so, she affirms her commitment to the un SCoaRe (i
pletes a generous remedial program. Her apology is earnest an

offe
tem,
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motivated by a desire to honor the breached value and increase the well-
being of the victim. Yet she does not feel bad when doing all of this. If we
believe that such an apology continues to suffer from a deficiency, we would
need to identify meaning inherent to the emotion rather than instrumental
to other kinds of apologetic significance already achieved by other means.
What might this be? We might return to the punitive functions of apolo-
getic emotions, but the deterrent, rehabilitative, and incapacitative aims will
have presumably been met. This leaves retributive justifications: we want the
offender to suffer emotionally, and if she does not then she evades her just
desserts. According to this view, she has caused the victim to feel negative
emotions and she must in turn suffer those emotions. Yet what if, instead
of experiencing emotions such as shame or remorse, a migraine headache
afflicts the offender whenever she thinks of her deed? Could non-emotional
pain fulfill this retributive gap usually filled by emotional suffering? If so,
would inflicting such headaches upon her be a legitimate form of punishment
to compensate for her emotional insensitivity? [ will leave those questions
for retributivists and philosophers of mind and emotions, but we can se¢
how multifaceted and delicate such matters become. Such concerns present
some practical relevance if we broaden the example by including others who
mlght similarly have atypical relations to emotions, for instance a Stoic who
extirpates various emotions from her life, a psychopath or someone suffer-
ing from antisocia| personality disorder with limited ability to experience

Temorse, or even someone scoring within the autism spectrum who exhibits
abnormal empathic abilities, 203

The complexity and importance of these questions regarding emotions

Z?;:;P?logetlc meaning, like those earlier regarding intention, reinfo‘rce my

Saction with analyses offered by philosophers and social scientists
who understand apologies as speech acts that either “fire” or “misfire.”
Just as a broken promise is still 5 promise, Richard Joyce argues that at

apolo: i .
ap gy still occurs when the offender delivers it without sincerity or any
Intention of chang;

multiplicity and complexity of purposes served by
gizing. Similarly, Lazare’s aforementioned lacE
because such mattersdsiSa]Who “do not exhibit shame, guilt, or empathy
apology’s veracity o off u€ style over substance” and do not influence a
of meaning 04 | have tgct(;Veness seems to overlook fundamental sources
complicated. In gpe anrle ' 10 show how matters are considerably more
satisfy some emOtionaleXSe It seems cle?:tr that a categorical apology must
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€ Qualitative anq quantitative emotional thresholds

for categoricy
apologies, | : . i
that 2 Categorica] apology i::llclieftamly unprepared and unwilling to claim®
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and subtlety of meaning possible within apologies, and such complexities
only lead to further equally perplexing questions.

I do not foresee future technologies resolving these problems. Imagine
that neurological devices allow us to measure the precise kind and degree of
emotions experienced by an offender when she apologizes. Data from such
tests would prove useful as a kind of advanced emotional lie detector that
could expose insincerity. It would not be able, however, to tell us what kinds
and quantity of emotions an apologizer should experience before we can
consider her gesture to qualify as a proper apology.
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confess to and apologize for crimes committed as many as twenty years
earlier.?” If an apology results in clemency, should we understand this as a
kind of state-sanctioned collective forgiveness? Does the state possess stand-
ing to grant such forgiveness, especially if the primary victim is deceased?
These are difficult questions that threaten to strike at the heart of restorative
justice. Thankfully, I can consider them in dialogue with the works of sophis-
ticated legal philosophers like John Braithwaite, R. A. Duff, Jean Hampton,
Jeffrie Murphy, Philip Petit, Austin Sarat, and others.

If it ultimately accomplishes little else, I hope this book raises new ques-
tions about apologies and our shared values. Every question I asked regard-
ing apologetic meaning begat several more questions, each more unruly and
interesting than the last. Perhaps others working in these areas can better
tame the issues and eliminate many of my questions as irrelevant. I expect,
however, that these questions run deep into the core of modern moral con-
sciousness. I do not yet see any bedrock at the bottom of that hole, and
I anticipate that my subsequent work on apologies in law will only mine
deeper into their dialectical meanings. Every age may worry that its moral
roots rot under its feet, but I wonder if there has ever been such strangely
sour fruit on so many vines. I am aware that critical reflection often destroys
meaning as it demythologizes the values attributed to our social rituals, yet
I remain optimistic that asking such questions of apologies can nourish our
shared moral lives.
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