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I t is the thesis of this paper that there is a type of gui l t »

in human behavior which is analogous to the type of anxiety which

the ex is tent ia l is ts have ca l led ex is tent ia l anx ie ty. . Ex is ten

t ia l is ts such as Ti l l ich speak about the "anxiety of ex istence,"

i .e., anxiety which obtains by virtue of the very fact of the hu
man condition and which, by its very nature, can never be completely

d iss ipated. Roughly speaking, the ex is tent ia l anx iety of the
existentialists overlaps considerably with normal anxiety as common

ly used in contemporary psychology and psychiatry. According to
the ex is tent ia l i s t pos i t ion , th is normal anx ie ty der ives f rom

man's finiteness and his awareness thereof, from the ultimate

necessity and the ever-present possibi l i ty of his death, from the

impossibil i ty of avoiding some measure of pain and frustration.
As Tillich says in "The Courage To Be" (6), "Courage does not

remove anxiety. Since anxiety is existent ia l i t cannot be re

moved." He dist inguishes, of course, between existential and

pathologica l anx iety. Pathologica l or neurot ic anxiety can be
removed by courage or insight through therapy. Not so existen

t i a l a n x i e t y.
Ti l l ich takes a paral le l though somewhat less expl ic i t posi

tion with respect to the phenomenon of guilt where he would like

w ise d is t ingu ish be tween neuro t i c and ex is ten t ia l gu i l t . I t i s
the purpose of this paper to explore in sonevrhat more detail the



concept o f ex is tent ia l gu i l t , to i l lus t ra te some of the types of
moral anbiguity which mist generate existential gui l t , and to con

s ider br iefly the impl ica t ions o f th is concept fo r the prac t ice o f

psychotherapy.

Spec ifica l ly, i t i s postu la ted that jus t as successfu l psycho
therapy nay resolve the pat ients1 neurot ic anxiet ies but s t i l l
leave him to cope with nornal or existential anxieties., so in l ike

fashion psychotherapy nay resolve the individual 's pathological

o r neuro t i c gu i l t bu t ' s t i l l l eave h im to co re w i th ex i s ten t ia l

g u i l t .

I I
It is apparent that wherever one has introjected feelings of '

"oughtness" and obl igation, values, standards of behavior, the
conscious or unconscious violation of these standards wil l generate

the affect of guilt. Much of psychoanalytic theory has been de

voted to th is problem. According to analyt ic theory, the neurot ic

cont inues to harbor ear ly, infant i le impulses which are in imical

to introjected standards and archaic super-ego format ion. Certain

impulses are so strongly rejected by the superego that they are

repressed and are no longer available to conscious awareness. This
is the phenomenon of unconscious guilt. This unconscious guilt

nay generalire to such an extent that many-of the routine activi
t ies in l iving wil l be associated with guilt and become a source
of great apprehension and discomfort.

This type of unconscious guilt is a neurotic problem and sub

ject to the usual analytic or therapeutic procedures. We do not
take issue wi th th is formulat ion.



What we wish to delineate here is not the neurotic guilt

caused by an archaic, unconscious, punitive super-ego, but the

ex is tent ia l component o f gu i l t . I t is contended that sharper

awareness of the nature and sources of existential guil t wil l en

able us to refine our perceptions of normal versus neurotic be

havior, to del ineate more readi ly the boundaries of the therapeutic

problem, to accept with greater equanimity the inevitable remnant
of ex is tent ia l gu i l t , and genera l ly to ass is t in the unders tand ing

of human conflict .

I l l

Consider the following circumstances as possible sources of

c o n fl i c t w i t h i n t h e i n d i v i d u a l :

1. In an accident you escape but others are ki l led or injured.

2. You are in comfortable circumstances and become aware of

the extreme poverty and suffering of others.

3. In dealing with others, and in order to accomplish some

common and acceptable purpose, you find it necessary to

te l l a "whi te l ie" or to be manipu la t ive.

4. You have suffered some bereavement and though "genuinely"

affected by the loss are compelled by protocol to express

grief and accept condolences in formalized and ri tual ized
fash ion . (Others , l i kewise , though hard ly a f fec ted are

compelled to express condolences with appropriately

gloomy countenances.)
The basic observation on which our argument rests is that peo

ple feel some degree of conscious or quasi-conscious guilt in these
kinds of circumstances. Neurotics and normal peonlc seem to be
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could be advanced to illustrate these situations.

Let us try to categorize the underlying factors which obtain
in the four circumstances cited above and to see whether there is
not some principle that can characterize all of them. Examples 1
and 2 are obviously closely related and involve reactions to gross

inequalities of fortune between one's self and others. Assuming
the validity of our observation, namely that everyone experiences
some guilt reaction to these stimuli, it would seem that some prin

ciple of broad human identification is operative. A good many
psychologists and philosophers have given this central importance
in their catalogues of human motives. Alfred Adler speaks of

"geraeinschaftsgefuhl" as a basic given (1). Henri Bergson (2) re
fers to the feeling of obligation as an "irreducible, ever-present
element" which we find in the depths of our consciousness and
"binds us to the other members of society."

It is likely that the psychoanalyst will say that we have

merely described a commonplace neurotic reaction in which the guilt
over one's aggression makes one feel responsible for the misfor
tunes of others even where one could not possibly have contributed
an iota to those misfortunes. In reply we would suggest that the

psychoanalyzed person himself is not entirely free from the guilt-



twinges of these situations. We have here one of the ineradicable
mora l ambigu i t ies o f human in teract ion. I f the analyst ins is ts

nevertheless that everyone including himself is the vict im of this

infant i le derivat ive, then we must recognize that the term " infan

tile" is being used in such all-encompassing fashion as to leave

no room fo r i t s conce ivab le oppos i te : non- in fan t i l c - -o r adu l t .

He is consequently invoking a hypothesis which is not discriminating

and has no logical means of disproof.

The principles underlying examples 3 and 4 are less immediately

apparent. . In both of these instances, unlike examples 1 and 2, the
individual has behaved, whereas in the first two instances, he has

simply been. Example 3 is a conflict between two moral principles
which s imply permi ts of no per fect so lut ion. In a s i tuat ion in

vo lv ing two mutua l ly cont rad ic tory pr inc ip les , the sacr ifice o f the
lesser pr inc ip le- -especia l ly i f the consequences are not great- - is

a commonplace act.

In example 4 J the individual senses that although he is ex

pressing a "genuine" sentiment, he is not doing so inia "genuine"

manner--spontaneously, impulsively, and natural ly in the way that
he rea l ly fee ls i t and a t the t ime tha t he rea l ly fee ls i t * Th is

is not to claim' that such learned social behavior is "wrong" be

cause it is obvious that such behavior is an integral and inevi

tab le cha rac te r i s t i c o f soc ia l o rgan iza t i on . And th i s i s p rec i se l y

our central point--that the very phenomenon of consciousness of

sel f , of sel f -consciousness, of ego intervent ion in the expression
of emotions and feeling, of a certain degree of non-spontaneity

leads to a feel ing of non-honesty and gui l t . Thus the very fact



the very existence of group mores and norms, of maturing and ac

culturation means that the individual can no longer behave with

the beauti ful , unreflective innocence of the chi ld (which has such

an irresist ible appeal for al l of us) but of necessity must con

stant ly govern himself and guard himself . Having introjected the

images and values of others, he must now act in accordance with
these expectations and he is forced to experience what Promm has

ca l led "a l iena t ion f rom the se l f . "

Ti l l i ch charac te r i zes Chr i s t i an doc t r i ne as s ta t i ng tha t " . . .

the essential nature of man is good...but man's essential or created

goodness has been lost." Certainly the doctr ine of the fal l arid
sin wrestles with deep human problems, but obviously we must demand

a more tenable sc ient ific formulat ion. The sc ient is t can hard ly

take seriously the belief that at a given historical moment the

"goodness" of man was lost. Still, must we not acknowledge that
the appeal of such a rel igious doctrine l ies in i ts having ap

preciated a great conflict in the human psyche, and in i ts efforts
to explain the source of the conflict .

The present formulation emphasizes the role of deep human i-

den t i fica t ions , responses to perce ived inequa l i t i es , and confl ic t
over ever-presenf ambigu i t ies . In par t icu lar i t invokes the genet ic

development of the individual, his acquisit ion of social and moral
values and attempts to show how the experience of "lost innocence"

or "goodness"- is qui te consistent wi th current psychological theory.

To digress a moment, perhaps we may undertake to reinterpret

the myth of Adam and Eve and the Fall of Man: What is the effect

of eating of the.Tree of Knowledge? Even more intr iguingly, is



there a "rat ional" reason-- in symbolic terms--ichy eating of the

Tree should constitute a sin? If we permit ourselves momentari ly

the luxury of a poetic ambiguity, we can sense that the acquisi

t ion of knowledge i£ a sin in that i t leads to man's intel l igence,

his complex social"strucYuYe and hlT corise^qu^n^percepti^n o^f the

k inds of mora l ambigui t ies i l lus t rated above. As a resul t o f

"knowledge" man is no longer a primit ive, unreflective, animal
l ike being. He organizes himself into social groups; he acquires

a code of laws, and in the act of regarding himself through the eyes

of others the human tragedy is conceived. He is no longer a unitary

sel f , but a div ided sel f . Man is now necessari ly al ienated from
h imse l f .

It will be seen that although we are employing Fromm's term

of "a l ienat ion" we are us ing i t d i f ferent ly f rom Fromm himsel f . In

"The Sane Society" (4), Fromm contends that it is the competitive,

market psychology of capitalism which makes honesty and love im

possible. Thus he is saying that the attr ibutes and values of a

par t icu lar soc ie ty, in th is case capi ta l ism, are such that they

may alienate man from some hypothetical set of behaviors which--if

they were real ized--would avoid the sense of al ienat ion. Without

denying that part icular forms of social organization put more of a

premium on self-concern and self-aggradizement than do others, we
feel obl igated to point out that s ince the problem of sel f -a l iena

tion is in part an existential problem the roots of the problem

go deeper than the self-contradict ions of any given society.
T h e u t i l i t y o f t h e t h e o r y o f e x i s t e n t i a l g u i l t i s d e fi n i t e l y

not to argue the fut i l i ty of social reform but to force awareness



of the ex is tent ia l g ivens which character ize socia l organizat ion,

and .which any human group needs to face.

Returning again to the question raised earlier, we have been
led by our observation that in a variety of situations which are

inescapably associated with social interact ion the individual, has
an experience of inner moral conflict. Docs not some principle

suggest i tse l f? The effects of both anx iety and gui l t ev ident ly
have an important paral lel background. In the case of existent ial

anxiety, the background is pr imari ly the biological experience of
a fin i te be ing w i th i t s l ong ing fo r "pe r fec t secur i t y " - -obv ious ly

u n a t t a i n a b l e . S i m i l a r l y, i n t h e c a s e o f e x i s t e n t i a l g u i l t , t h e

background is primarily the human experience of self-awareness and'

se l f -eva lua t ion . Thus the fac t o f ex is ten t ia l gu i l t seems to re

quire that we postulate a longing for another kind of perfection,
in th is case fo r a to ta l inner un i ty o r "mora l per fec t ion . " In

th is respect a lso , the quest fo r to ta l sa t is fac t ion is unat ta inab le .

IV
Just as individuals seek ways in which to cope with the ever

present phenomenon of anxiety, so do they seek for ways to deal
wi th ex is tent ia l gu i l t . We may i l lust rate by reference to two ex

tremes which we -observe--the cynic and the saint.

The cynic or amoral person tries to convince himself that

others are morally imperfect. As we have tr ied to show, this is
no great feat for " technical ly" we are a l l moral ly imperfect . He

thus rat ional izes h is amoral i ty. The cynic desperate ly fastens on

to our imperfections and he can rest assured that he will always

have a p lent i fu l supply.
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We note that even this cynical act seems to require a ration

alization. For the cynic says, "No one else is real ly any good.

Therefore I don't have to be ei ther." He thus impl ies the pr in

c ip le : " I ' ough t ' t o repay o the rs i n t he i r own co in , i . e . , r e la

t ionships 'ought ' to be mutual . The pr incip le of mutual i ty appears
to be an implied moral imperative which is one of the foundations

of the obl igatory e lement in re lat ionships.

But simple mutuali ty as a moral imperative is not satisfactory

either. An adult does not expect an infant or a sick person to

reciprocate. What does he expect? Rational people "make allowances"
fo r par t i cu la r cond i t ions o f sk i l l , knowledge, hea l th , e tc . wh ich

condi t ion our expectat ions of each other. In Ber tocc i 's analys is

of moral obligations (3), he concludes that the sense of "ought-

ness" within us requires that we do our best, and that the other

do his best . We expect--as lawyers say--good fa i th. But rather

than mere mutuality, it seems better to speak of conditional mu

t u a l i t y .
The fact of moral imperfection in both an individual and a

social sense sometimes gives rise to unconscious cynicism in social

theorists.. When one has developed a kind of perversely keen ear
for the moral ly ' imperfect, the sham, the inevitable facading com

ponent of all social arrangements, one can be very skil l ful at de
bunking almost everything in sight. Just as some individuals get
too ski l l fu l at total ly debunking and reject ing themselves, so do

some social theorists succeed in "debunking" society. However,

unless the keen ear is tempered by acceptance and attempts to serve

in the interests of construct ion, the net effect can easi ly be that
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o f t o t a l s e l f - r e j e c t i o n .

Riesman, for instance, in "The Lonely Crowd" (5), cites some

parental modes of "manipulating" children. "One might summarize
the h is tor ica l sequence by saying that the t radi t ion-d i rected chi ld

prop i t ia tes h is parents ; the inner -d i rec ted ch i ld fights or suc
cumbs to them; the other-directed child manipulates them and is in

turn manipulated by them," From the point of view of plain em

pir ica l descr ip t ion, th is may be qui te accurate. But wi th the

implied comparison against some totally pure technique, we are left
with the dist inct ly pessimist ic feel ing that no matter which way

wo turn, ch i ld- ra is ing is a moral ly hopeless s i tuat ion.

The saintly person, on the other hand, appears to be plagued

with such an exquisite, refined sense of the pain and suffering of

others, and wi th such an inabi l i ty to to lerate any existent ia l

gui l t whatsoever within himself that everyone's pain is his pain,

everyone's sin is his own. Where anyone is in rags, he must not
be c lo thed . "Jesus d ied fo r us . " Th is i s the To ls toyan, u l t ra -

Christian outlook of which it can perhaps be said that it loves

not wisely but too wel l . But i f some measure of existential

guilt is a normal part of every man's burden, then the saint's
subtle foisting of his own unreal standards on to others is hard

ly a k ind ly ac t .
We have here an i l lustrat ion of the necessi ty in cl in ical

psychology of having an adequate schema of normal expectancies
in behavior. I t should be evident that i f impossible demands.are

made.upon human beings, e.g., the over-inhibition of sex, or ag
gression, or a pressure to maintain too high a level of' guilt-



^ „ H

11

lessness--then some disorganization must result.

I t i s in th is respect , in i ts cont r ibu t ion to the cata logue

of normal expectancies that the concept of existential guil t may

have relevance for the work of the psychotherapist. -In deciding

which aspects of the patient's behavior to focus on and attend to

the therapis t is inev i tab ly gu ided by h is own impl ic i t or exp l ic i t

frame of reference. The therapist 's understanding of normal versus

neurot ic funct ion ing is necessar i ly a v i ta l par t o f th is f rame

of re ference. Many therapis ts- - though admi t ted ly not a l l - -accept

the position that any elaboration of and improvement in our de

fin i t ion o f normal func t ion ing ( in the normat ive no t the s ta t i s t i

cal sense) contr ibutes to our therapeut ic effect iveness. For those

who take this posit ion the concept of extent ial gui l t is proposed

as a possible addition to our understanding and to our conceptual

ins t ruments .
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