Chapter 4

Living with the Self: Self-Judgement
and Self-Understanding'

Samantha Vice

Editor’s Introduction

Samantha Vice defends the plausibility of the ‘relation between understanding and
mercy’. However, although in general terms, but not completely. she agrees with
Nussbaum, who thinks that understanding others should incline us to be merciful,
she is less comfortable with the idea of being merciful to oneself, particularly when
one has committed as serious a transgression as Hanna did. Her concern is less with
the alleged moral obscenity of letting oneself off the moral hook too easily, but with
the limits of the possibility of self-forgiveness. Although Vice acknowledges that
in the case of less serious transgressions one may, without great eftfort, be able to
treat oneself mercifully, in the case of serious violations this is far more difficult, no
matter how well one understands how it is that one came to do what one did. The
asymmetry occurs, Vice argues, as a consequence of the relative difficulty in adopting
an impersonal stance on oneself. From the impartial point of view one can observe
how others have acted reprehensibly as a consequence of a specific set of unfortunate
circumstances. expressive of the vulnerability to circumstances that typifies the
human situation, but when it is one’s turn to asses one’s own deeply reprehensible
deeds. adopting this position is almost if not completely impossible. The impersonal
stance requires that one see oneself “against a framework of knowledge of the human
condition” and one must be able to let “that play a role in one’s evaluation’ and being
able to do this ‘will lead understanding on to mercy’. Although there is a relation
between understanding and mercy, understanding as such is not sufficient for mercy.
One must be able to assess one’s heinous moves from the impartial point of view —a
quasi or total impossibility.

1 Research for this paper was partly undertaken while an Andrew Mellon Fellow at
Rhodes University. Many people have commented on the paper through its phases and [ am
grateful to all. My thanks go especially to Ward Jones for many helpful discussions, and to
David Martens and Pedro Tabensky for insightful comments on an earlier draft. Thanks, too,
to John Cottingham, Dylan Futter and Elisa Galgut.
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1. Introduction

There is a long tradition to the idea that the more one comes to understand the
particularities of another person’s character and circumstances, the less inclined one
will be to judge her too harshly. As Martha Nussbaum has shown, the view that
‘flexible particularized situational judgement is linked with leniency’ can be traced
back to ancient Greek and Roman writers.” While one’s just evaluation may still
be negative, knowledge of particulars seems to dissipate the urge to condemn. as
well as the appropriateness of doing so. This connection between understanding and
mercy is perceptively explored in Bernard Schlink’s novel, The Reader, which shows
the difficulty in trying to accommodate impulses towards both understanding and
condemnation. In a passage which could act as the motto for this collection, Michael
says, ‘| wanted to pose myself both tasks — understanding and condemnation. But it
was impossible to do both.™* Michael’s struggle to accommodate his intimate history
with Hanna alongside his new knowledge of her again suggests that mercy rather
than condemnation accompanies understanding.

The first aim of this paper is to understand and defend the plausibility of this
relation between understanding and mercy. Taking Nussbaum’s argument in ‘Equity
and Mercy’ as my starting point, I will argue that, suitably interpreted, the idea does
present us with both an ethical ideal and an account of what for the most part happens
when we understand a person. That is, as a descriptive claim it is correct about what
generally happens and it sets a praiseworthy ideal given the complexity and frailty of
human life. Whether it is something we are always comfortable with and whether the
understanding is always possible are difficult questions, as Schlink’s novel shows.

This first task, however, is only a preliminary to the second. My main concern
is to explore whether the connection holds equally for one’s relation to self. Would
self-understanding generally lead one to be less harshly judgemental towards one’s
own crimes? In particular, | am interested in those who have done something deeply
immoral — someone like Hanna — for this is the realm in which questions of mercy
become relevant. However, despite the novel’s revelation of her illiteracy, neither we
nor Michael reach any really adequate understanding of Hanna, and so I take as my
examples men implicated in the same kind of crimes: Albert Speer, the most able,
intelligent and remorseful of Hitler's ministers; and Franz Stangl, Kommandant
of the camps Treblinka and Sobibor. And for this, | am relying on Gita Sereny’s
extraordinary studies of these men.* My point is not that certain crimes are beyond
the pale, and that therefore the relation between understanding and mercy is over-
stressed from any perspective. There is something to this, as I shall suggest later, but
my main concern is to show the limits of mercy from the first-person perspective.

2 Nussbaum. *Equity and Mercy’, Ch. 1. this volume, p. 6.

3 Schlink, The Reader, p. 156.

4 Sereny, Albert Speer: His Battle with Truth; and Into That Darkness, respectively.
Stangl died in prison in 1971, shortly after finally admitting guilt to Sereny. Speer lived a
productive life after his twenty years in prison, untiringly and publicly denouncing Hitler’s
regime, although only very late admitting knowledge of the final solution. He died in 1981.
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These portraits are useful for my purposes in a number of ways: Firstly, my concern
is put in stark relief by the immensity of these men’s crimes. so they provide good
test cases for the scope of mercy. Secondly however, and more interesting, are
their evasions and the images used to describe their relation to themselves, which,
| shall argue, provide a clue to the differences between self- and other-evaluation.
Finally, Sereny presents us with records of actual exercises in self-reflection. It is.
for instance, ‘Speer’s profound malaise with his own conscience, his “battle with his
soul™ throughout his life. that animates and directs Sereny’s powerful study.”

The intuition that I wish to support is that the relation between understanding and
mercy will not hold in the same way for cases of self-understanding. and so there is
an asymmetry between understanding others and understanding the self. Coming to
understand oneself will. it seems to me, make one’s crimes appear overwhelming,
will bring with it, as Raimond Gaita writes, ‘a shocked realisation of the meaning
of what one has done’. Remorse might properly ‘haunt’ one all one’s life, *blighting
it".* While 1 will concentrate on serious moral wrong-doing, I will argue that the
explanation for this asymmetry is a general feature of persons. Furthermore, I shall
argue that this asymmetry is how it ought to be. To be a person is to have a relation
to oneself that explains and justifies the asymmetry, and we cannot wish it away
without also wishing away a central aspect of personhood.

Before exploring this, my use of the terms ‘condemnation’ and ‘mercy” should
be noted.” As already suggested, both terms apply only to serious and actual cases
of wrong-doing. They refer to possible responses — emotional, intellectual, punitive
— that accompany a correct evaluation that there was wrong-doing. The standard
usage of ‘mercy’ links it with the mitigation of punishment out of pity for the
wrongdoer, and as such, mercy is properly shown only towards those over whom
we have some power.? Nussbaum similarly understands mercy as leniency regarding
punishment which would otherwise be deserved. It is an “inclination of the soul to
mildness in exacting penalties’ as Seneca writes;” we punish less than we judge the
act deserves.

Of course, this sense of mercy will not quite do the work with respect to the
self except metaphorically, and yet it is not nonsensical to speak of showing mercy
towards oneself. | thus propose to use the term in a way that includes the sense of

5 Albert Speer, p. 13.

6 Gaita, 4 Common Humanity, p. 31.

7 My use of these terms is perhaps more specialized than others in this collection.
As it will become clear. | take mercy and condemnation to be particular kinds of positive
or negative responses to the knowledge of a wrong-doing, rather than positive or negative
responses per se, or, in the case of condemnation, the recognition per se of a crime.

8 See. for example, Jeffrie G. Murphy and Jean Hampton, Forgiveness and Mercy,
p. 158. I thank John Cottingham for bringing this point to my attention.

9 Seneca, De Clementia 11.3, quoted in Nussbaum, ‘Equity and Mercy’. Ch. 1. this
volume, p. 19, orig. p. 166. Though this characterization makes mercy separate from. and
supererogatory to, justice, with the Stoics it eventually became part of justice proper. I return
to this in section 3.
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leniency in punishment, but that extends it in a way that allows for self-directed
mercy. This extension seems justified by the larger concerns of this project: of
exploring the kind of responses — gentle or harsh — appropriate to knowledge of a
person and his crimes.'’ We show leniency in punishing because we pity the wrong-
doer, so mercy is most fundamentally a response to the person rather than the deed.
We respond in a gentler way to the person, a way compatible with (and indeed
requiring) judging his act very harshly indeed. This wider sense is best brought out
in contrast to condemnation. The root of condemning. Roger Wertheimer writes,
‘is in damning ... declaring a wish for a fate: that its object suffer’; it is “final and
decisive.”"" In contrast, mercy allows the possibility of redemption: it acknowledges
wrong-doing, but does not allow the act to be decisive in judging the person. The
person is not forever stained by the wrong-doing, irrevocably placed outside the moral
community. This account of mercy therefore assumes that | can respond mercifully
to a person, and so in a sense “show mercy’, even if I have no power over him and
even if my thoughts will have no consequence for his fate. Mercy will therefore be
a wider-ranging virtuous disposition of gentleness and inclusion than is suggested
by concentrating on leniency in punishing. As such, it can be shown towards myself.
I can think myself marked and damaged forever, with no claim to the respect of
others or myself, or I can think myself capable of, and more importantly. worthy of
the work of redemption.' This attitude will then open and prepare the way for self-
forgiveness.

As | understand it, then, both mercy and condemnation are primarily responses to
persons, which follow a justly negative judgement of an action: and they are attitudes
displaying gentleness or harshness regarding punishment and the person herself. In
this wider sense. both can be directed towards others or the self. As | shall argue,
there are indeed dissimilarities between self-directed and other-directed mercy. One
difference can be immediately noted: other-directed mercy (and condemnation) does
not necessarily depend upon the agent doing or acknowledging anything about her
crime. One can show mercy regardless of whether that person has acknowledged
guilt, felt shame or attempted reparation. This does not seem to be the case for mercy
towards the self, where at least recognition, but usually some kind of restorative work.
seems essential. The knowledge that other-directed mercy requires if Nussbaum and
Schlink are correct, is therefore not self-knowledge on the part of the person towards
whom mercy is shown."

10 Those objecting to my wider notion of mercy should bear this context in mind. and. if
necessary, take ‘mercy’ as shorthand for a variety of such gentle responses,

11 Wertheimer. ‘Constraining Condemning’, pp. 492 and 493.

12 On the relation between self-forgiveness and self-respect, see Margaret R. Holmgren.
‘Self-Forgiveness and Responsible Moral Agency’, and Robin S. Dillon. *Self-Forgiveness
and Self-Respect”.

13 The need for self-directed attention also characterizes self-forgiveness. Holmgren
discusses the process of addressing our own wrongs that is required for genuine and morally
appropriate self-forgiveness in *Self-Forgiveness and Responsible Moral Agency’. It may be
possible — for very good people — to forgive or show mercy towards others who have no
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As a final preliminary point, note that the claim under consideration is not that
understanding in the relevant sense is necessary for any mercy at all.™ It may be
possible to be merciful towards someone one knows little about, or towards whom
this kind of understanding does not even play a role in one’s response - parents’
reaction to their children’s crimes is perhaps an example. The argument. rather, is
that if we do reach understanding, mercy rather than harshness will in fact typically
result. And it is this claim, particularly as it applies to the evaluation of one’s self,
that [ want to explore.””

2. Images of the Self

The plausibility of claiming an asymmetry between self- and other-evaluation depends
partially on the plausibility of claiming a general relation between understanding
and mercy.'® I begin exploring this in Section 3. but in order to persuade you to
enter the discussion at all, note, briefly, the difficulty of reaching self-knowledge and
the contortions we often go through in order to avoid it. In the cases of Speer and
especially Stangl, we see this taken to tortuous lengths. That these men needed to
go to such lengths and that they were in some sense horrified by their own actions,
shows that they were at least minimally moral and keeps them within the sphere
of the human. They were not, in short, monsters, a conclusion some will find more
comforting than others. Such strategies, along with the painful emotions of guilt,
shame and remorse are indications of the difficulties attending self-knowledge. These
are different in kind from the undoubted difficulties attending merciful evaluation of
another. We seek knowledge in the hope that it will exonerate others; we flee self-
knowledge because we fear it will destroy any excuses.

In order to focus the discussion. a few passages from Sereny’s studies will prove
useful. In the first passage, Sereny says of Stangl: “Except for a monster, no man
who actually participated in such events ... can concede guilt and yet ... “consent to
remain alive™."!” The second concerns Speer: ‘Speer’s lies ... are a demonstration of
his ever-increasing need to schematize his life into an alignment of feelings and fears

tendency or capacity for this kind of work, but generally some recognition and change from
others is also required before forgiveness is possible.

14 There is nothing in Nussbaum'’s ‘Equity and Mercy’, for instance, that suggests the
stronger claim about the necessity of understanding for mercy.

15 Apart from some brief remarks in Section 4, | leave aside the debate surrounding free
will and determinism. which is often thought crucial to the issue of judging and understanding
others (see. for example, Pedro Tabensky’s contribution to this volume, Chapter 6). My
concern is phenomenological, with how people experience and respond to themselves and
others, and this can remain unaffected by one’s metaphysical views.

16 For ease of reference | will use the terms self~evaluation and other-evaluation 1o
capture aspects of both understanding and responding to others and self. where the latter
responses include (but are. of course. not restricted to) mercy and condemnation.

17 Into That Darkness, p. 39.






