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ith dozens of forgiveness-themed books on the

matket, it's exsy to see why many people fall into

the trap of feeling pressured to forgive those who
betrayed or hevmed them. Fosgiveness thetapy fits into the
niche of positive psychology, an approach that promotes a feel-
good, let’s-be-happy messsge. For these ressons, whether they
have been hist by betrayal or victimized by abuse, many
women are convinced that forgiveness can empower them,

A closer look at the issue of forgiveness, howewer, reveals
its complexity and its contradictions. How does forgiving
empower someone if they feel preesured to sweep aside their
own rape? Is it possible to forgive someone in the shsence of
an spology?

According to Sharon Lamb, a psychology professor at the
University of Massschusetts and co-suthor of several books
and articles on forgiveness, the pressure to forgive may actu-
ally perpetuate feelings of inequality.

“Foogiveness therspy is 2 victim therapy that makes no
dmmhz]pugsmirmmm.um, Lamb wrote in her
article Therapy: The Context and Conffict,”
which was published in the fewrral of Theoretion! and

Phitssopbical Prychology.

Part of the problem is thst gender norms bestow on
women such warm and fuzxy virtues 25 compassion, gentle-
ness and empathy. Women are aleo socialized from birth to
swallowr their anper. As a result, they often learn to fear con-
frontafions and dismiss violations apainst them for the sake
of harmonious relstionships. Socialization also places re-
sponsihility for the preservation of relationships squarely on
the shoulders of women, and pressure to forgive can distract
women from expressing their anger.

Kathryn Notlock, in her scholarly book Forpreeness from o
Femimist Perspective, notes how women are conditioned to
suppress rHphteous snger and tend to blame themselves.
When they express their anger, they are often rewarded with
pejorative lzbels such s “difficult” or “emotional,” or else
they are told they ave overrescting.

Yet there are clear benefits of women's collective anger.
“Realizing and acting on anger has led to greater rights and
freedoms,” acconding: to Lamb, while repressing it has led to
subordination. For eample, until women as a group got an-
gry sbout sexual harsesment, they were encouraged to
toletate sbusive behaviour in the workplsre. The same thing:
happened historically with wife abuse: Women were ex-
pected to forgive their hushands’ battery.

Anger was actually embraced by the estly women’s fib-
eration movement s an essentisl element of socisl change.
MNzomi Scheman, 2 philosophy professor at the University

of Minnesota, wrote in 1973 that consciousness-raising
groups provided rsre opportunities for women to express
anger. She concluded that the setiousness of a woman's
pronouncernents “may enable her to come in touch with
buried feelings.”

to express anger—they simply had no legal recourse agzinst
and other perpetrators could also ipnowe it

If that were not bad enough, sccording to Sylvia Burtow,
an associste professor in the department of Philosophy and
Religious Smudies at Cape Breton Univewity in Nova
Scotiz, ferninine politeness alsy steals power from women.
In her paper "Verbal Sparring and Apologetic Points,” pob-
liched last yesr in Informal Logic, she notes that “Women in
cause their authority is undermined by gendered norms of
politeness.” If anger emerges due to others ignoving this
authority, this emotion also is dismissed, ssys Burrow. This
can compromise their self-worth.

Along those lines, Arizona State University philosophy
professor Jeffrie Murphy, the author of Gefting Even, be-
lieves people with low self-esteern may be mote inclined to
forgive than to defend their moral beliefs. This primes
women for positive psychology and its goal of self-con-
tentment. It doesn’t hurt, either, that the short-term,
problem-oriented format of forgiveness therapy is highly
compatible with the short-term coverage provided by
workplace health insurance plans. Forgiveness therspy can
be broken down into neat steps, unlike traditional psycho-
therapy or cognitive behaviour therapy.

Unfoetunately, some mental health professionals continoe
to pathologize women's anger, instead of validating it s a
natutal response. Women are often encouraged to cope, hesl
and mend relationships with their perpetrators. The result is
that anget can build, and its dsmage may go unrecognized.
“Forgiveness domesticates the angry fernale,” says Lamb. *Tt
produces a ‘good gid.™

We are bombarded with the forpiveness message in maga-
zines and books, 2nd on TV talk shows like Opraé. There are
dozens of clssses, courses and workshops available online and
elsewhere offering self-help through forgiveness circles.
However, the uhigquity of forgiveness information does not
sutmmatically endow it with ethical authority. Lamh, aleo the
co-editor of the book A Bome &0 Pick: OF Forproemes,
Recomerfeadion, Rq:lmﬁml, and ngr, writes that llﬁ:ll:gi‘hl'l.L
ness s an act of salf-help may be in some way immoral....
The act of battering is not just a personal nsult; it is 2n insult
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An apology is only sincere when given freely and
with no expectation that forgiveness will follow.”

to all women snd makes it more dangerous for all women to
exist in the world.”

Gocial and cultural expectstions aside, individual acts of
forgivenes for crimes like domestic shuse and somal sbuse
may zlso send negative messages to othess. Anger can even
be valuable when it is used to enact better lepislation and
engineer better social programs.

Unguestionshly, forgiveness can be part of 2 person’s heal-
ing process, piven the right motivation and set of
dircurnstances. However, because the pressure to forgive can
come with a potential loss of self-respect, disernpowerment,
tepressed anper and insuthenticity, it should be considered
within a wider social context of gendered power. Notlock
sums it up by noting that the “disproportionate cultoral ex-
pectation that women are more forpiving than men i 2
teason for women to pursue other methods of recovery”

Fortunately, there are methods of tecovery that nse 2
ferninist ethic that incorporates justice and fairness. It is an
spproach  that encouwrages women o petform  what
Marquette University faculty member Margaret Urban

Healing and Justice

BY JANICE ARENDFSKY

1. Support groups and social activism. These may improve
self-worth and return control to victime.

2. Conflict tesolntion, victim-offender conferencing, mediz-
emotional relese.

3. Victim impact statements. Delivered in a courtroom,
they can include an offender’s apology. When victims
tell their stories, snd when their nareatives sre vali-
dated, those harmed recognize that they interpreted
their pain correctly.

4. Restorative justice. In some croumstances, it enables vic-
tims to be heard, to receive apologies and to begin healing.

Walker, author of Moral Repair Reconstructing Moral
Relattons affer Wrongdoing, calls moral repair or “the task of
restoding or stabilizing _. the basic elements that sustain
human beings in 2 recognizably moral relationship.”

Oiffender apologies fit into the category of moral repair.
According to psychotherapist Cloe Madanes, a family thera-
pist and the author of Relstionship Breaktbrougs, an apology
is made up of four crucial elements: an acknowledgement of
the truth; a demonstration of empathy; 2n asumption of full
responsibility; and, lastly, reparations. While forgiveness is
often believed to be the consequence of 2 sincete apology, an
apology is only sincete when given freely and with no expec-
tation that forgiveness will follow.

8o it is that forgiveness is neither 2 universal psychologicsl
antidote to harm inflicted by others nor 3 pragmatic, com-
mon sense path towards ermpowerment. At best, it can
reduce open hostilities and start a diaslopue. At worst, it can
devastate a person’s self-worth. &

Janice Arengfiky ix writing a book about afternatives to forgive-
ness therapy.

therapy may be benefrcial fo thorr wibe heve Feen victimized
Some methods or deps include:

5. Letting go {without fosgiving). Supportive counselling may
help victims distance themsebves from their pain, estahlish
Thetapists can help chients understand the offender’s role,

6, Remember and resist. Cognitive or rational-emotive
therspy may help change thoughts snd reduce conflicts,

7. Relaxation, visualization, mindfol meditstion, yops or
hypnosiz. All may help restone self-worth and retomn
control to victims.

8. Live with grief of anger without being overwhelmed.
Az Sharon Lamb says, “Find release from anger by
embracing it @
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