
meet Lomax’s needs—the need to have his
dignity restored, to feel safe, to understand
that he and Takashi had shared values, to
grieve, and to learn that Takashi suffered per-
haps as much as he did. After the two weeks,
Lomax said his anger was gone. Takashi was no
longer a “hated enemy” but a “blood-brother.”
Lomax wrote that he felt like “an honored
guest of two good people.”

Although apology and forgiveness between
these men occurred in private, their story
serves as a microcosm of what can happen
after public apologies between groups or
nations. Whether an offended party is an indi-
vidual or a collection of individuals, an apology
must meet the same basic psychological needs
in order for it to bring about forgiveness and
reconciliation.

Exceptions and conclusions 
There are situations in which it is useful to
forgive without an apology. One obvious
example is where the offending party is
deceased. Forgiveness then helps the aggrieved
get on with his life. In other situations, where
the unrepentant offender shows no signs of

remorse or change of behavior, forgiveness
can be useful, but reconciliation would be
foolish and self-destructive. For example, a
woman who has been abused by an unre-
pentant husband may forgive him but
choose to live apart. On the other hand,
without an apology, it is difficult to imag-
ine forgiveness accompanied by reconcilia-
t i o n  o r  r e s t o r a t i o n  o f  a  t r u s t i n g
relationship. Such forgiveness is an abdica-
tion of our moral authority and our care
for ourselves.

These situations aside, effective apologies
are a tool for promoting cooperation among
people, groups, and nations in a world
plagued by war and conflict. Although the
apologies of the U.S. government to the
Iraqis for the abuses at Abu Ghraib fell
short, we must keep in mind that it is rare
for apologies to be offered and accepted dur-
ing war. In such times, emotions run high,
preserving face and an image of strength
are critical, and it is all too easy to demonize
the enemy. But in the decades since World
War II, several nations (or individuals or
groups within nations) from both sides
have apologized for their actions during
that war. In 1985, Richard von Weizsacker,
then the president of Germany, apologized
to all of Germany’s victims of the war. The
U.S. government apologized to Japanese
Americans who were interned during
World War II. Additionally, in the wake of
the Holocaust, Pope John XXIII eliminated
all negative comments about Jews from the
Roman Catholic liturgy. He followed this
effort by convening the Second Vatican
Council, or Vatican II, which marked a turn-
ing point in the Church’s relationship with
Jews, Muslims, and others. These and many
other successful apologies, both private and
public, require honesty, generosity, humil-
ity, and courage.

We can only hope that current and sub-
sequent administrations in the United
States, Iraq, and other nations can, in the
decades ahead, acknowledge their offenses,
express their remorse, and offer repara-
tions for acts committed during wartime.
Without such apologies, we may be left
with grudges and vengeance for decades to
come.

Aaron Lazare, M.D., is chancellor, dean, and pro-
fessor of psychiatry at the University of Massa-
chusetts Medical School. He is a leading authority
on the medical interview, the psychology of shame
and humiliation, and apology. His most recent
book is On Apology (Oxford University Press,
2004).

When the apology
meets an offended
person’s needs, 
he does not have to
work at forgiving.
Forgiveness comes
spontaneously; the
victim feels like 
his offender has
released him of a
burden or offered
him a gift.

What an Apology 
Must Do
by Aaron Lazare

There are up to four parts to an effective

apology, though not every apology

requires all four parts. They are as follows.

1. A valid acknowledgment of the offense

that makes clear who the offender is and

who is the offended. The offender must

clearly and completely acknowledge the

offense. 

2. An effective explanation, which shows an

offense was neither intentional nor per-

sonal, and is unlikely to recur.

3. Expressions of remorse, shame, and

humility, which show that the offender

recognizes the suffering of the offended.

4. A reparation of some kind, in the form of a

real or symbolic compensation for the

offender’s transgression.

An effective apology must also satisfy at least

one of seven psychological needs of an

offended person.

1. The restoration of dignity in the offended

person.

2. The affirmation that both parties have

shared values and agree that the harm

committed was wrong. 

3. Validation that the victim was not respon-

sible for the offense. 

4. The assurance that the offended party is

safe from a repeat offense.

5. Reparative justice, which occurs when the

offended sees the offending party suffer

through some type of punishment. 

6. Reparation, when the victim receives

some form of compensation for his pain. 

7. A dialogue that allows the offended parties

to express their feelings toward the

offenders and even grieve over their

losses. 
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