
Sea of Faith Workshop 
Patti Whaley 
Derrida: Forgiveness  
 

  
the 
unrepentant 
the guilty as 
such 

  
the victim 
 
 
 
inaccessible 
unmediated 
face-to-face 
1 to 1 
personal 
 

  
 
who is 
forgiven 

 
characteristics 

 
unconditional 
apolitical 
ahistorical 
aneconomic 
non-negotiable 
non-normative 
unintelligible  

  
how it is 
done 
 

   

excuse 
amnesty 
 

not to be 
confused 
with 

  Pure/ideal 
forgiveness

  

  
heritage 
 

  
so overtones 
of 

 
Abrahamic 
globalised 
Post-
Christian 

  
required for 
crimes which 
are 

 

             hyperbolic 
exceptional

extraordinary
absolute
universal

impossible
gracious

infinite
transcendent

 
 
 
as applied to 
 

  
mortal sin 

eternity 
final 

judgement 

 

Crimes 
against 
humanity 

 

 
 
irreparable 
inexpiable 
unjudgeable 
imprescriptible
no adequate 
punishment 
beyond the 
law 

  

 
 

    

Universal 
guilt 
Universal 
jurisdiction 
Sacredness 
of the human 

    

 
 
 
 



 
the state 
the Truth and 
Reconciliation 
Commission 
i.e. a mediated 
collective 

  
the repentant 
no longer “the 
guilty as such” 

 
 
 

  but only  
if 

recognition of 
fault

apology
possibility of 

reparation

  
done by 

 
who is 
forgiven 

only for 
crimes 
which are 

capable of 
judgement
capable of 

punishment
 
ritual 
formula 
calculation 
hypocrisy 

 
 
may also 
suggest 

    
 
Political 
forgiveness

 
 
in the 
context of 

political
historical

social
judicial 

penal norms
  

characteristics
  

to achieve 
 

 
relative 
conditional 
proportional 
negotiated 
calculated 
strategic 
economic 
meaningful 
pragmatic 
restorative 
therapeutic 

   
 
reconciliation 
restoration 
normalisation 
unification 
justice 
closure 

     
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Some questions /assumptions: 
 

• forgiveness as a human act :  Derrida does not consider the 
possibility of forgiveness by God.  The essay only looks at 
forgiveness on a human level.   

 
• symmetry of the wrong and the forgiveness:  An act which can be 

remedied should be remedied.  An act which is so damaging that it 
cannot be remedied, can only be forgiven.   

 
• forgiving the person or the crime?  Derrida raises the question of 

whether we forgive the person or the crime, but doesn’t answer it.  
 

• Forgiveness requires some shared language of right and wrong  
 

o which implies some mutual understanding  
o which already implies some reconciliation 
 

• forgiveness requires some sovereignty (= ability to forgive) 
 

o so how can wrongs be forgiven if the victim has been 
deprived of all sovereignty? 

 
 
 
 
The core message: 
 

• the unforgivable happens 
 
• societies must be healed and move forward 

 
• political forgiveness depends on and derives its meaning from pure 

forgiveness – “irreducible” , “irreconcilable but indissociable”  
 

• responsible political action lies in negotiating the tension between the 
two 
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