Philosophy 220: Forgiveness and Repair
Whitman College — Spring 2025

Instructor: Mitch Clearfield
* office hours: Tuesdays noon-2:00 and Thursdays 4:00-5:00

Student Assistants: Bella and Morgan

WSP Partner: CC3 Sandoval

Course Description

The concept of forgiveness feels very familiar, but it is surprisingly complex and difficult
to pin down. What counts as genuine forgiveness? What are the limits of forgiveness? What
more is needed to repair relationships, on both personal and societal levels? Can relationships be
fully repaired without forgiveness? Are there relationships that are beyond repair? These are the
kinds of questions that will be examined in this course. In a final project, groups of students will
develop some kind of concrete proposal for addressing a topic related to the course materials.
The groups’ proposals will be discussed with guests from the outside at a “showcase” in the
Visiting Room at the end of the term.

Materials to be Used

There are two books that will provide the foundation of our work in this course:

e Myisha Cherry, Failures of Forgiveness: What We Get Wrong and How to Do Better
(Princeton University Press, 2023) — ISBN 978-0691223193.

e Margaret Urban Walker, Moral Repair: Reconstructing Moral Relations after
Wrongdoing (Cambridge University Press, 2006) — ISBN 978-0521009256.

Some additional readings will be photocopied and distributed by me. Other materials will be
chosen by each group for your final project, and will be gathered at that time.

There’s Lots of Support Available: Take Advantage of It!

As the top of this syllabus makes clear, this is a team effort. Any and all of us would be
very happy to talk with you throughout the semester, both about the course-material and about
your thoughts and feelings through the experience. Don’t just turn to us when you have specific
questions or problems that you need help with. Think of us as resources to help you process all
aspects of the course.



Summary of Requirements and Grading
Participation in Class Discussions — 40% of your total grade

The heart of this course will be the discussions you have each week in class, especially within your
group. While I will help provide the foundation and structure for the course, I hope that you will consider
yourselves largely responsible for how productive the meetings are. Simply put, this is not a course that will
take place in front of you. Instead, it is something that each group and the entire class will actively work to
construct together.

That will require careful preparation and reflection in between our meetings, and then consistent
participation in the discussions during class. You should be willing to share your views, and to explain and
defend them to the extent that you’re able. You should also remain open-minded, and be willing engage with
others whose views are potentially very different from yours. And you should be willing to contribute even
when you are unsure what your views are — thinking out loud, raising questions that might seem basic, offering
ideas that might seem uncertain, making arguments that might seem sketchy, and otherwise taking intellectual
risks. These are very difficult issues, and our class will only succeed to the extent that we’re all willing to
struggle through them together.

Weekly Journal — 40% of your total grade

Throughout the semester, the weekly journal will provide an opportunity for you to reflect individually
on the issues, readings, in-class discussions, and your personal experiences — and then to receive my responses
to those reflections, in the spirit of ongoing conversation. Each journal entry will be required to engage in a
substantive way with the course material from the previous week, expressing some of your evolving thoughts
about the issues and ideas that we’re discussing. You are also very welcome to write about any other thoughts
and/or feelings that are significant to you at the time, to help you process all aspects of the course in whatever
ways are most meaningful to you.

Journals will be due by Fridays at midnight. I have shared a google-doc with each of you individually,
to facilitate the process of your writing the entries and my adding responses. If you have a strong preference for
some other format (including handwriting), and/or if the Friday deadline creates particular difficulties at any
point, please just talk with me and we’ll see what other arrangements we can work out.

Group Project and Presentation — 10% of your total grade

Toward the end of the semester, each group will choose a topic to examine more closely, in order to
develop a proposal for some specific way to implement ideas related to our course materials. With my help,
each group will find materials that are relevant to their topic, and discuss them together in class. Each group
will present its proposal at a final “showcase,” with a few dozen guests from the outside. More details will be
provided later in the semester.

Personal Reflection — 10% of your total grade

At the end of the semester, each student will write an informal personal reflection, focusing on a single
issue or idea that is particularly meaningful to them from our course materials. More details will be provided
toward the end of the semester.



Religious Observances and Documented Disabilities

Basic morality (and also the law) requires reasonable accommodations for religious
observances and for learning disabilities / differences. Please talk with me if there’s anything I
can do (within this environment) to help with either of those. And if you feel like I’m not
meeting my moral (and legal) obligations, you can find steps to take through the webpages about
Whitman’s Religious Accommodations policy and Grievance policy.

Land Acknowledgment

This class is about how we should respond to wrongdoing, not only in personal
relationships but on a societal level. So, it seems particularly fitting to acknowledge the
historical wrongs that enable Whitman College (and WSP) to exist in this place. Here is a
statement that has been written as part of the collaboration between Whitman and the
Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation:

“Whitman College is located on the traditional Cayuse, Umatilla and Walla Walla
homelands. We pay our respect to tribal elders both past and present and extend our
respect to all Indigenous people today. We honor their stewardship of the land and
ecosystem and commit to continuing that important work.”

Schedule of Topics and Assignments

Note: The readings listed for each class should be completed before our meeting.

Wed. Jan. 22 course introduction (outside students only)

Wed. Jan. 29 photocopy from The Sunflower + questions for reflection
Failures of Forgiveness, Introduction & chapter 1

Fri. Jan. 31 at midnight — journal entry due at study hall

Wed. Feb. 5 Failures of Forgiveness, chapters 2 & 3

Fri. Feb. 7 at midnight — journal entry due



Wed. Feb. 12 Failures of Forgiveness, chapters 4 & 5

Fri. Feb. 14 at midnight — journal entry due

Wed. Feb. 19 Failures of Forgiveness, chapters 6 & 9
(we’re skipping chapters 7 & 8)

Fri. Feb. 21 at midnight — journal entry due

Wed. Feb. 26 Failures of Forgiveness, chapter 10
Moral Repair, chapter 1 only pages 1-10 and 23-39

Fri. Feb. 28 at midnight — journal entry due

Wed. March 5 Moral Repair, chapter 2

Fri. March 7 at midnight — journal entry due

Wed. March 12 Moral Repair, chapter 3 but skip from the top of 76 to the top of 79
and skip from the section-break on 98 to the top of 102
+ begin discussing potential topics for your group project

Fri. March 14 at midnight — journal entry due

>>> SPRING BREAK <<<

Wed. April 2 Moral Repair, chapter 4 only pages 133-148
(we’re skipping chapter 5)
Moral Repair, chapter 6 only through page 207
+ finalize the topic for your group project

Fri. April 4 at midnight — journal entry due



Wed. April 9

Moral Repair, chapter 6 resuming on page 207 through to the end

Fri. April 11 at midnight — journal entry due

Wed. April 16

work on final projects: readings determined by each group

Fri. April 18 at midnight — LAST journal entry due

Wed. April 23

Wed. April 30

work on final projects: readings determined by each group

finish final projects: work determined by each group
Failures of Forgiveness, Conclusion
photocopy of Landman, “Earning Forgiveness”

** Fri. May 2 — CLASS SHOWCASE!!

Wed. May 7

debriefing from the showcase
class wrap-up & celebration

* Mon. May 12 at noon — final personal reflection due



