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ABSTRACT
The aim of the article is to examine the role that memory and oblivion, forgiveness and unfor‑
giveness play in Hannah Arendt’s thought in relation to acts of violence in the political sphere. 
Political communities do not always decide to remember the crimes they have committed or 
the wrongs they have suffered, but neither can they always forget their mutual harms, even 
when there is already peace between them. Without striving to exhaust the entire subject mat‑
ter of Arendt’s work, I would like to illustrate the difficulty of understanding the role forgive‑
ness plays in her thought as well as to indicate possible solutions when forgiveness becomes 
unachievable within the framework of her considerations. Her reflection can be divided into 
two stages. The first is a focus on the idea of radical evil and the need to forgive perpetrators 
for their crimes. Second, under the influence of the Adolf Eichmann trial, she developed the 
idea of the banality of evil. This idea points to situations so terrible that they transcend all 
human moral judgment, making forgiveness impossible. However, even when the moral pos‑
sibility of individual forgiveness has been rejected, when the legal possibility of seeking justice 
has been exhausted and when victims and perpetrators in the community are still unable to 
live together peacefully, Arendt’s thought leads us to the possibility of political reconciliation.

KEYWORDS
coercion; Adolf Eichmann; crime; evil; perpetrators; political oblivion; amnesty



28 Rafał Wonicki

The aim of this article is to examine the role that memory and oblivion, for‑
giveness and unforgiveness play in Hannah Arendt’s thought in relation to acts 
of violence in the political sphere. Political communities do not always decide 
to remember the crimes they have committed or the wrongs they have suf‑
fered, but neither can they always forget their mutual harms, even when there 
is already peace between them. Without striving to exhaust the entire subject 
matter of Arendt’s work, I would like to show the difficulty in understanding 
the role of forgiveness in her thought and point out possible solutions when 
forgiveness becomes unachievable within the framework of her considerations.1

Historically, lasting peace agreements following war and upheaval have long 
been regarded as dependent on damnatio memoriae — i.e. the deliberate and 
mutual forgetting of violence and injustice.2 However, the effectiveness of the 
political amnesty clause is realistic only if certain principles have not been broken 
during the conduct of the war and that the parties involved in the conflict are 
more or less equal. The weakness of the idea of oblivion and amnesty became ful‑
ly apparent after the end of World War I, when German society was left with the 
memory of unjust punishment, which was one of the reasons for World War II.

Arendt, herself a Jewish woman who had to flee from the Third Reich, 
analysed the phenomena of remembering and forgetting violence. In her ap‑
proach, remembering and forgetting are an opportunity to establish within the 
political community the relations of its members with the past and future. Her 
consideration of the relation between violence and forgiveness can be divided 
into two stages. The first focuses on the idea of radical evil and the need to 

1 Arendt’s thought about the conditions of the possibility of forgiveness of evil has been 
widely discussed. Jacques Derrida, Serena Parekh, Seyla Benhabib and Roger Berkowitz are 
probably the most famous authors who creatively developed Arendt’s thought of evil and for‑
giveness. They tried to approach this topic ethically or legally. Such an approach is especially 
visible among authors who concentrated their work on a reflection on totalitarianism and the 
Holocaust and follow Arendt’s thought that totalitarianism is the consequence of modernity. 
Authors such as Jeffrey C. Isaac, Roger Berkovitz and Elisabeth Young ‑Bruehl, have studied 
Arendt’s thought to answer the question of roots of evil and reactions to it. However, there is 
also a difference between this kind of trend, where amnesty or reparation has moral or legal 
character, and my approach, more similar to Andrew Schaap, where reconciliation is conceived 
as a political activity that I develop more in the last part of my article.

2 Forgive and forget, oblivio and amnestia, have for centuries been the main conditions for 
the transition from war or civil war to peace. Shortly after Caesar’s murder, Cicero asked in 
a session of the Roman Senate in March 17, 44 B.C. that all memory of bad deeds should be‑
come eternally forgotten. The Peace of Westphalia (1648), which ended the Thirty Years’ War 
in Europe, referred to the principle of eternal oblivion in introductory articles. Even today, the 
damnatio memoriae principle is still considered effective in establishing peace. Unfortunately, 
the enemies of the Roman Republic did not forget; they rejected the political system in the 
name of the empire and killed Cicero. In the case of the Peace of Westphalia, it ended the 
terrible catastrophe of the Thirty Years war, but the secret of its success was not the amnesty 
clause; rather, it was the invention of raison d’état and sovereignty (König, 2011: 45–46).
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forgive perpetrators for their crimes. Second, under the influence of the Adolf 
Eichmann trial, she developed the idea of the banality of evil, which points to 
situations so terrible that they transcend all human moral judgment, making 
forgiveness impossible.

In the first stage, the ability to remember the past is a promise of prolonged 
human access to what has already occurred in history and, thus, an increase in 
the scope of choices for the future. At the same time, remembering past evil 
often involves an increased feeling of the “burden” of the past hovering over 
the lives of victims and perpetrators. Such a burden of the past can sometimes 
only be rejected by cultivating the opposite of memory — the ability to forget 
about crime and violence. In some situations, therefore, oblivion ceases to be 
understood as guilty and becomes, as Friedrich Nietzsche believed, the ability 
to self ‑restrain (Nietzsche, 2006: 35–36). It becomes an opportunity to build 
a new political relationship both within and between communities. The para‑
dox here is that forgetting is closely related to remembering because in order 
to forget, a community needs to know what can no longer be remembered. 
Thus, an appeal to forget appears as active work on memory, where forgetting 
is understood as forgiving past wrongs (Gordon, 2014: 496–498).

This way of “active” oblivion concerns both individuals and nations, as well 
as everyday life and the political sphere, and might be understood as attempts 
at finding a new political beginning after fundamental political conflict. In this 
situation, one can question whether remembering crimes helps or hinders the 
avoidance of further violence in terms of repairing relations between warring 
parties. If past mistakes are prematurely forgotten, there is a fear that they will 
be repeated in the future. This is the case, for example, with the Holocaust and 
Germany’s responsibility for the atrocities of World War II. However, if people 
do not want to forget a terrible past — especially those living in Central and 
Eastern Europe — does this mean that they are particularly vindictive or that 
they are trying to protect themselves from repeating old mistakes?

Below, I will demonstrate Arendt’s response to this problem by focusing 
primarily on three issues: (a) the role of forgiveness as a form of action that 
unlocks the future; (b) the role of changes in thinking about the essence of 
evil in Arendt’s own deliberations and (c) the possibility of the inclusion of 
reconciliatory politics in her thought.

THE ETHICS OF FORGIVENESS

As with Aristotle, Arendt believes that man is primarily a zoon politikon. “All 
human activities are conditioned by the fact that men live together, but it is 
only action that cannot even be imagined outside the society of men” (Arendt, 
1998: 22).
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Man cannot live outside of society; if he could, he would have to be either a beast or 
a god (Aristotle, 1941: 1253a28–30). If we lived outside of society, we would 
not think and develop morally. For Arendt, thinking and acting are the most 
important human abilities, and are inseparable to dialogue (dia ‑logos) with oth‑
ers. They enable human beings to live a conscious and moral life in the social 
world. Thus, people are unable to live outside of the political community, al‑
though they cannot live with people who do not abide by the rules and who can 
hurt them or who have engaged in acts aimed at eliminating them from the 
community (Arendt, 1978: 188). Here, the problem appears to be what can be 
done when we are still required to interact with people who have wronged us?

In The human condition, Arendt writes that forgiveness and action are close‑
ly connected to destruction and production. Human action is characterised by 
tragic irreversibility, and only forgiveness can be a remedy for “being unable to 
undo what one has done through one did not, and could not have known what 
he was” (Arendt, 1998: 237). Had we been unable to obtain forgiveness, our 
ability to act would have been limited to the first moment we did something 
wrong. Fortunately, because of the characteristics of human action, this does 
not hold true.

In this first phase of the development of Arendt’s work, she characterises 
forgiveness as one of two essentially political ways of being. The second is our 
faculty to make and keep our promises: both faculties justify people’s will to live 
together “because we exist primarily as acting and speaking beings” (Arendt, 
1998: 181). In this way, forgiveness is the basis of our capability to sustain the 
existence of a political community. According to Arendt, when considering the 
large number of free but interdependent individuals, conflicts and rivalries are 
inevitable. However, she claims that efforts aimed at bringing private morality 
into the political sphere will either distort the free nature of political action 
or lead to political tyranny and violence. Thus, for the most part, politics and 
morality are not compatible. In other words, similar Immanuel Kant, she is 
sceptical of the idea of moralising politics. Nevertheless, when she analyses the 
role of the political sphere in The human condition, she recognises forgiveness 
as a mechanism for healing violations in social relations. As she says,

Insofar as morality is more than the sum total of mores, of customs and standards of 
behavior solidified through tradition and valid on the ground of agreements, both of 
which change with time, it has, at least politically, no more to support itself than the 
good will to counter the enormous risks of action by readiness to forgive and to be 
forgiven, to make promises and to keep them (Arendt, 1998: 245).3

3 Arendt perceives the concept of politics as completely contrary to violence. She writes, 
“Power and violence are opposites; where the one rules absolutely, the other is absent. Violence 
appears where power is in jeopardy […] Violence can destroy power; it is utterly incapable of 
creating it” (Arendt, 1969: 56). For her, power is a political way of being together. Politics 
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Arendt describes the act of forgiveness as an act that “withdraws” evil deeds 
and their consequences. In other words, forgiveness frees us from revenge and 
corrects past evil in such a way that its consequences are politically “abolished” 
and should no longer be taken into account in evaluating future actions. For‑
giveness is, therefore, an act that sustains relationships in the community, de‑
stroying what was bad in the past and enabling the human world to continue, 
sometimes even renewing. It also has the power to releases the victim from the 
closed circle of revenge, which is the simplest reaction to harm.

At this point, it should be emphasised that Arendt does not imagine for‑
giveness as an act of historical amnesia, one in which the traumas of the past 
are concealed and completely ignored. Although she describes forgiveness as 
the opposite of revenge, she also calls it an alternative to punishment, not 
a replacement for it (Arendt, 1998: 240–241; MacLachlan, 2012: 57–58). For‑
giveness and punishment have the same function: to end the spiral of violence. 
However, if forgiveness is substantially similar to punishment, the offender 
cannot avoid responsibility for the past — this would be contrary to the pur‑
pose of the punishment. Moreover, the reaction of oblivion would not be 
compatible with respect for a common history of political community. Thus, 
the “liberation” that, according to Arendt, engenders forgiveness is not a relief 
from the very fact of our actions, nor is it an exemption from our responsibility 
for them. Rather, the act of forgiveness prevents the past from fully determin‑
ing the present (as in the case of the cycle of revenge and retaliation) and, thus, 
restores us to a state of relative freedom and to a new beginning (which, for 
Arendt, is a condition of politics itself ). Therefore, forgiveness allows us to go 
beyond the identities of the “victim” and “perpetrator” created by the original 
unlawful act.

Although forgiveness does not mean that the wrongful act is erased from 
public memory, it changes the way in which people can approach the wrong. 

takes into account public space, namely the space where politics is played out. In this way, it re‑
fers to the space “where I appear to others as others appear to me, where men exist not merely 
like other living or inanimate things but make their appearance explicitly” ( Arendt, 1998: 199). 
Political space is, above all else, a sphere in which people appear to each other in such a way 
that each person appears to the other as a separate individual being. As she writes in The hu‑
man condition: “The space of appearance comes into being wherever men are together in the 
manner of speech and action, and therefore predates and precedes all formal constitution of 
the public realm and the various forms of government, that is, the various forms in which the 
public realm can be organized” (Arendt, 1998: 199). Violence tears this space apart. Violence 
destroys power because it is unreflexive and reactive and, thus, destroys our potential to develop 
ourselves. Ultimately, violence sinks into the reluctance, rage, hatred and affective states en‑
slaved by the past. People, unable to break from the trap of wounds from the past, seek revenge 
without thinking and judging the situation. Thus, our ability to act and engage in action on 
which freedom depends requires abandoning the desire for violence so that we can renew our 
commitment (Mrovlje, 2016).
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In the same way an apology made by the perpetrator can change the original 
meaning of the crime in the eyes of the victim, forgiveness by the victim can 
change the relationship between a victim and perpetrator. Arendt’s willingness 
to forgive therefore allows people living in harmed societies to re ‑enter the 
sphere of political debate with former enemies and, by rejecting vengeance and 
violence, to return the perpetrator to the common political sphere. However, it 
does not mean the end of politics or perfect reconciliation; as with all political 
activities in Arendt’s work, it represents a new beginning. Thus, what Arendt 
(Arendt, 1998: 246; Grey, 2019: 51–52) calls an act of forgiveness is a renewal 
of the trust needed to provide the political space to re ‑establish relationships in 
a more harmonious way between members of the community or among com‑
munities. This renewal of trust is based on people’s continued and sustained 
commitment to the political community as well as on respect for co ‑fellows. 
The result is based on a desire to trust others enough in order to enter the 
space of political activity. If the above reconstruction is accurate, then acts of 
political forgiveness can be understood in the light of Arendt’s theory in such 
a way that they free us enough to move forward together. Evil becomes locked 
in the past so as not to determine the future. 

This is how Arendt solves the problem of irreversibility regarding human 
deeds. By forgiving perpetrators, victims can liberate themselves from the limi‑
tations of the inevitable consequences of the evil actions of wrongdoers. When 
our faults are forgiven, we can move forward. Not being angels, we are prone 
to making mistakes. These everyday phenomena result from the very nature 
of individual actions and constantly enter into new relationships within the 
network of social relationships. Mistakes also require forgiveness in order to 
extricate people from unconscious behaviour. It is only through this constant 
mutual liberation from what has been done can people remain free from the 
past. Moreover, it is only under the condition of readiness for change that 
people have a real chance of starting over. Thus, we can say that, for Arendt, 
forgiveness mitigates the irreversibility of the past.4

The problem with Arendt’s approach is that the power of forgiveness lies 
precisely in its unpredictability. Forgiveness is unpredictable because it “is the 
only reaction which does not merely re ‑act, but acts anew and unexpectedly 
unconditioned by the act which provoked it and therefore freeing from its 
consequences both the one who forgives and the one who is forgiven” (Arendt, 
1998: 241). Nevertheless, if forgiveness is an effective way of acting, to the 

4 Arendt goes so far as to say that forgiving “serves to undo the deeds of the past” (Arendt, 
1998: 237). In a way, this claim is false. Reversing what has been done is exactly what forgive‑
ness cannot do. A crime cannot be removed from the field of social facts. Forgiveness itself 
presupposes an offense. Every time forgiveness is offered, the crime invoked is remembered. 
Without the offence, there would be nothing to forgive, so forgiveness cannot eliminate the 
offense (La Caze, 2006: 273–293). 
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point that it is unpredictable (a new beginning), like all beginnings, it can take 
a violent form.5 Therefore, the unpredictability of the action must be mitigated 
by the second mode of action, which, according to Arendt, is the promise.

In The human condition, Arendt introduces a promise as a remedy for the 
irreversibility and unpredictability of processes initiated by human action. The 
ability to make and keep promises responds to the weakness of human affairs 
(Arendt, 1998: 237). Promises serve to establish a sense of security that ensures 
the continuity and permanence of interpersonal relationships towards an un‑
certain future. The promise stabilises relations in the political community and 
protects them from the unpredictable consequences of human action, mainly 
because it is a mechanism that controls the future (Arendt, 1998: 244–245). 
As such, a promise is a commitment, as well as a guarantee, that binds people 
together and allows them to act in harmony towards fulfilling it. According 
to Arendt, the ability to make promises has the power to bring communities 
closer to their own beginnings, i.e. to restore their memory to the point where 
they agree on the purpose of the action. In this sense, the promise is a re‑
minder that there is still something important that connects individuals within 
the group with the past (from which these individuals originate and in which 
everything began). Therefore, for Arendt, the promise controls the future. In 
doing so, it reverses the flow of time and “tames” the uncertain future by root‑
ing it from the past. In this sense, to Arendt, each promise is not just a form of 
memory directed at the past; it is also a form of oblivion directed towards the 
future.6 However, her later experiences, above all else, her participation in the 
Eichmann trial, changed her views on the issue of the possibility of forgetting 
and forgiving crimes. From that moment, instead of the ethics of forgiveness, 
Arendt starts to build an approach that we can name the philosophy of the 

5 In the book On revolutions, Arendt declares that beginnings are always turbulent because 
they are often associated with violent riots that violate the status quo. However, if a beginning 
is related to violence (war, revolution, etc.), then political power, which is supposed to be the 
opposite of violence, is exposed as emerging from the original violent source. To illustrate 
this, Arendt refers to some of the most famous political beginnings which, in her opinion, 
“confirm” the inseparable link between violence and beginning, such as the killing of Abel by 
Cain. However, accepting that violence and power are opposed leads to a problem in her the‑
ory because, according to her, nothing can be initiated without violence; at the same time, the 
origins of power are seen as diametrically opposed to violence. Authority is the result of an act 
of violence, but violence is also what destroys authority (Maze, 2018: 133–134).

6 It seems that Arendt’s understanding of the promise in terms of commitment to the past 
contradicts her understanding of freedom as the ability to start over (Arendt, 1998: 237–244). 
She argues that every beginning is starting over and, therefore, requires a return to the past. It 
is not known, however, how a return to the past can generate a new beginning, in other words, 
how the past can renew itself. From a memory perspective, it seems that the beginning is never 
really new and that it is always the return to the past that is remembered. The question then 
arises as to how Arendt imagines the transition from remembering, understood as sticking to 
the past, to action, understood as spontaneous freedom to shape the future.
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unforgivable, which posits that past crimes should be remembered. Therefore, 
the experiences of the 20th century inclined her towards the view that there are 
crimes that cannot be forgiven.

THE UNFORGIVABLE OF THE BANALITY OF EVIL

For what situations, then, can we not forget or render just punishment? Ac‑
cording to Arendt, the unforgivable relates to Nazi crimes, a new type of 
crime — a planned administrative massacre. Due to the unprecedented nature 
and extreme cruelty of the crimes committed by the Nazis, the inadequacy of 
the existing judgments appears to circumvent the imposition of just penalty 
(Perrone ‑Moisés, 2006).

According to Arendt, there are three main reasons why forgiveness in cer‑
tain political situations is impossible. The first reason is related to a change 
in Arendt’s understanding of the phenomenon of evil, under the influence of 
the Eichmann’s trial.7 In Eichmann in Jerusalem, the key to understanding the 
source of bad deeds is no longer Kant’s concept of radical evil but instead the 
banality of evil. Eichmann — who was one of the organizers of the Holo‑
caust — represents in the book the banality of evil, because “he merely, to put 
the matter colloquially, never realised what he was doing” (Arendt, 1964: 284). 
He was an ordinary bureaucrat who didn’t have even the intention to perform 
evil deeds. Second, Eichmann was not a monster. He was a clown who did not 
use his power of judgment. Moreover, the criminal of his sort is not a moral 
person at all because he was unable to think from the standpoint of some‑
body else. Following the example of Socrates, Arendt claims that man becomes 
a reasonable and moral human being in the process of independent thinking 
and remains such a person until he or she retains the ability to sustain such 
a reflexive way of being. Thus, as it turns out, contrary to Arendt’s earlier ana‑
lysis, some situations and acts cannot possibly be forgiven. We cannot forgive 
Eichmann, even if we want to, because he stops being a subject in the moral 
sense.8 The third reason concerns collective responsibility. All ways of talking 

7 In Eichmann in Jerusalem, Arendt suggests that our ability to establish new relationships 
with criminals is partly due to our ability to see ourselves in them. “The reflection that you 
yourself might have done wrong under the same circumstances may kindle a spirit of forgive‑
ness” (Arendt, 1964: 298). This reflection often requires understanding that even if the action 
was bad, it was not due to bad reasons. In the rare cases that we are forced to conclude that 
the action was intended as evil, forgiveness seems pointless. If forgiveness consists in creating 
opportunities for a new future in which conditions are not determined by past offenses, and 
those who commit evil are unable to act in a new and better way, then forgiveness in such cases 
simply does not serve its purpose.

8 To clarify possible misunderstandings, it should be added that the banality of evil does 
not mean for Arendt diminishing Eichmann’s role in the Holocaust or morally diminishing 
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about collective guilt are based on abstract assumptions and are an escape from 
the sphere of determinable facts and individual responsibility (Arendt, 1964).

The concepts of guilt and innocence make sense only in relation to individ‑
uals. Moreover, the concepts of guilt and collective responsibility are used by 
individuals who feel real responsibility for their community; those who really 
should apologise often hide behind their backs. In situations where everyone is 
guilty, the notions of guilt and responsibility become meaningless. Therefore, 
it is quite obvious that in Arendt’s late works, she was inclined to the viewpoint 
that all ideas of forgiveness in politics — when an act was knowingly commit‑
ted by perpetrators in a way that defies the possibilities of human moral judg‑
ment — are either short ‑sighted or simply result from an absence of thought.

According to Arendt, reconciliation and forgiveness are no longer possible 
from this new perspective because banal evil cannot be forgiven. Earlier, Arendt 
claimed that “men are unable to forgive what they cannot punish and they are 
unable to punish what has turned out to be unforgivable” (Arendt, 1998: 241). 
Now, although “banal” evil is an extreme evil and cannot be forgiven, it must 
be punished, even when the punishment is inadequate in relation to the nature 
of the crime (La Caze, 2014: 213). Thus, wrongdoing is not a reason to give up 
thinking or politics because people retain the ability to start over. Therefore, 
even in Arendt’s new approach to evil, there is still a possibility to create within 
a community or among communities a just relationship after traumatic experi‑
ences of past violence. At this point, we can seek conditions that would allow 
victims to co ‑exist with perpetrators after crimes such as genocide or ethnic 
cleansing.9

Given the considerations from Eichmann in Jerusalem, it seems that Arendt 
no longer sees this possibility of justice in ethics but in the law. It is the law that 
becomes the only chance for her to restore a substitute for justice for victims. 

his deeds. In her analysis she only pointed to the horrifying “normality” of this man. Arendt 
turned public attention to the “banality” of evil, and to the fact that people like Eichmann, 
do not have to be a “beast”, as Ben Gurion wanted to show during his trial in Israel, to make 
a new mythological legitimacy of the state and politico ‑educational spectacle. Because of that 
her name was dragged by many through muck and mire.

9 It is worth referring here historically to the process of shaping German memory after the 
Second World War. In Germany right after the war it was a time without history, teaching 
in schools was focused on the present, government and people want to forget about the past. 
The basic idea was to show that the Nazis were responsible for war crimes. However, there 
was a breakthrough in the 1960s. The young generation questioned the previous narration of 
their fathers. From that moment, it was increasingly recognized that not only the Nazis, but 
the German army participated in the war crimes, not only selected people from the authorities, 
but the whole society knew about the concentration camps etc. Thanks to these slow changes 
in memory and thanks to discussions about guilt and responsibility within German society 
(a famous one was Historikerstreit in the 1980s), in the 21st century it was possible to com‑
memorate Holocaust victims in Berlin. In effect, the Jewish Museum Berlin (2001) and the 
Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe (2005) were built in Germany.
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Despite the fact that the trials of Nazi criminals left much to be desired because 
a substantial number of criminals remained at large after the war, she still sees 
the possibility of compensation for harm and injustice in the legal punishment. 
Although forgiveness of such harm is a matter of the individual conscience of 
each of the victims, only in a legal system is it possible, even partially, to judge 
specific individuals for certain acts so that the community as a whole can move 
forward. It was thanks to the Nuremberg trials that it was possible to prove the 
guilt of at least some criminals (Wigura, 2008: 130–136).10

THE POLITICS OF RECONCILIATION

However, within Arendt’s considerations, there might be a mechanism that was 
neither the moral plane of individual forgiveness of victims nor the legal sphere of 
justice. There are crimes that cannot be adequately settled, even in court. In other 
words, when examining the numerous gestures of reconciliation after World War 
II, one should consider whether they can be validated on the basis of Arendt’s 
assumptions. If this were impossible, then Arendt’s theory itself would be in 
trouble — it would close the possibility of opening political action to the future, 
action to a new beginning. Therefore, apart from the legal realisation of justice, 
there is also another, neglected possibility that should be taken into account in 
the context of Arendt’s deliberations, namely the idea of political reconciliation 
and pardon. Regardless of the issue of remembering or forgetting past criminal 
acts or of victims’ inability to forgive perpetrators, when the nation has been so 
badly wounded that it is unable to reach justice through ordinary procedures, it 
needs extra coordinative methods to allow its members to re ‑create the commu‑
nity. Then, as in the case of the truth and reconciliation commissions in Chile 
and South Africa, there is a need to rethink the idea of political reconciliation.

In her work, Arendt provides some clues as to how this reconciliation might 
work and the kinds of conditions the community would need to achieve it. 
Generally, for Arendt, political reconciliation is a mechanism based on re‑
spect for other human beings. She understands respect as a form of political 

10 From the perspective of Arendt’s ethical considerations, one more mechanism can be 
recalled here. It is the idea of extended reasoning, which aims to sensitise people to evil by 
recalling past crimes; it is to help us recognise dangerous situations to prevent the recurrence 
of violence. For Arendt, practically all her work, from The origins of totalitarianism to the lec‑
tures on Kant, is a way of understanding how phenomena such as Nazism and fascism, which 
undermined all previous standards of moral evaluation of events, could have happened. In this 
situation, in her opinion, one way out of a world without moral standards is to resort to the 
imagination and sensus communis. It allows us to look at things from the right perspective and 
judge them without using pre ‑defined rules. For Arendt, this also allows us how to create the 
distance necessary for impartial judgment. In this way, we have the opportunity to reconcile, 
even in the face of a tragic reality. 
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friendship without intimacy. However, this mechanism can be applied only to 
extreme evils or wrongs that have been done by mistake. In such situations, 
there can be political forgiveness for the sake of a person (Arendt, 1998: 241–
242). Moreover, because of her reflection on collective responsibility, there 
cannot be political forgiveness of a group. Thus, from Arendt’s perspective, 
only political apologies or amnesty for a particular crime is acceptable.

Especially the practice of political apologies is seen in many processes of 
reconciliatory justice — such as in the Rwanda Gacaca trials — in which for‑
giveness is understood as primarily individual in nature.

When we look at existing mechanisms of reconciliation occurring in the 
form of commissions, we see that reconciliations, political pardons and amnesty 
can be understood as mutual forgetfulness, while ethical forgiveness, through 
its long tradition, evokes the past to such an extent that it makes it present 
again — remembering the harm so that it can be truly forgiven. In contrast, the 
goal of reconciliation often creates conditions for instrumental amnesia so that 
a community in which perpetrators and victims are mixed in an impossible way 
might continue to function through separation (e.g. in South Africa).11 Thus, 
reconciliation committees, by giving a voice to victims, are an attempt (though 
not always possible and successful) to “heal” the wounds that divide a given 
society and create conditions under which it could cross over from the past as 
if nothing happened. Reconciliation, depending on the situation, can either 
refer to the idea of forgiveness, which requires the exact recall of wrongs to be 
forgiven, or the idea of amnesty, which tries to cover the psychosocial traces of 
earlier crimes. Both of these ways — forgiveness and amnesty — are modifica‑
tions of collective memory. Forgiveness reminds us of harm, “opening” a wound 
so that all harms can be truly forgiven. In contrast, amnesty can be understood 
as recognition that past deeds will not determine actions between the parties in 
the future (Krapp, 2005: 190–194). Furthermore, although the work of recon‑
ciliation commissions does not exclude the possibility of individual forgiveness 
for perpetrators, it is more often seen that their action coincides with the idea 
of amnesty because they are a political tool of normalisation and continuity.12

11 One should also remember about the difficulties of seeking correction of the past crimes 
through reconciliation process. For example, in Chile experts criticized the commission’s man‑
date, which was limited in that it was only allowed to investigate crimes resulting in death 
(Ensalaco, 1994). In Rwanda, although the government has created many programs to build 
the feeling of “one nation”, ethnic prejudices, mistrust, and discrimination among Hutu and 
Tutsi has been still continued. Nevertheless, my perspective is not focused on whether and to 
what extent the reconciliation is empirically successful. I develop theoretical argument that 
show that based on Arendt reasoning we can justify possibility of political reconciliation be‑
yond legal issues or practical thinking that seems available only to a few.

12 In the case of amnesty, the purpose of appealing to it mainly means that hostilities 
and acts of violence are to be actively forgotten and should no longer take place in public 
communication. For the amnesty clause to be successful, war crimes must be rare. If they 
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Therefore, the real task of a reconciliation is not to promote national for‑
giveness, or reduce a sense of revenge, but to enable those affected to partici‑
pate in the daily life of their political community (Teles, 2006). As such, in 
situations where democratic communities do not have the necessary strength 
and conditions to find a just solution in the event of human rights violations, 
they often reach out to the commission of truth and reconciliation to ensure 
that the community returns to normality.13

Referring to Arendt’s theory and her idea of promise, we can better under‑
stand why the lack of forgiveness undermines politics. It happens because poli‑
tics is a sphere in which we shape our moral ideas together with others. True 
and honest apologies, including the promise to not allow the recurrence of 
wrongs, are essential to political life (La Caze, 2014: 220). Moreover, citizens 
always have a chance to create better political relations because they participate 
in a political sphere that is understood as embodying pluralistic and agonistic 
activities. On one hand, this means that they will not always agree on the as‑
sessment of the past, and thus, the result of reconciliation cannot be predicted 
in advance. On the other hand, there is no determinism that the past would 
block the possibility of future political change.

Following Arendt’s non ‑instrumental and communicative approach to un‑
derstanding politics, political reconciliation might be understood as a goal to‑
wards which victims can orientate rather than as an inevitable result of their 
actions. In this way, citizens can understand themselves as living in condi‑
tions enabling reconciliation and not as those seeking reconciliation. Based on 
Arendt’s deliberations, the policy of reconciliation can, therefore, be imagined 
as a democratic deliberation that takes place in the political sphere, constituted 
by the promise of a new beginning. Deliberation and continuity are main‑
tained by the willingness of victims to forgive the perpetrators of their wrongs, 
wrongs for which they truly apologise and accept punishment and in so far 
as both parties are still willing to co ‑create a political community.14 This, of 

dominate the war arena and exceed a certain limit, the demand for oblivion becomes unre‑
alistic. Crimes against ius in bello can only be forgotten if the boundaries have not all been 
crossed. At the same time, amnesty does not mean that the act was not bad, nor is it a pretext 
or a way to remove legal grounds. In fact, the amnesty only states that despite this particular 
act, no legal proceedings or expected consequences will occur. At the same time, amnesty as 
a political instrument must be legislatively limited in order to avoid abuse. It must also remain 
an exception. In other words, there must be cases that do not qualify for amnesty, such as 
torture and genocide, war crimes and crimes against humanity (König, 2011: 48).

13 In general, the effects of the pardon granted by the amnesty laws are limited because 
forgiveness is the privilege of victims, not the majority of members of the society concerned or 
their political or judicial representatives. Because these crimes are targeted at victims in their 
human condition, it can be said that pardon is the privilege of humanity (Teles, 2006). 

14 My approach refers to a perspective closer to Apel or Habermas, not to the perspective 
that Shaap presents in his reflections on Arendt’s thought and reconciliation. His approach is 
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course, does not mean that such an attempt at reconciliation will allow us to 
fairly settle the past or forget it. Separating the past from a new beginning does 
not have to lead to the reconstruction of social harmony. Such a mechanism, 
however, provides an opportunity to be part of the society, to be free from ex‑
treme situations, from the consequences of the actions of perpetrators and to 
start building the community anew.
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