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"My God, you'd be free! If you
refused to- feel guilty before God
or. before other people, you'd be
© free ;and people couldn’t hurt or

." control you!® -
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During ‘the course of psychotherapy with a young female
patient, the subject tumed to the -matter of her extreme guilt
and. self-rejection. The patient was very -resistive. and very
little progress had been made for some time in’ this area. The
therapist decided to introduce a new line of thinking. He pointed
out to the patient that he was involved with several of his
colleagues in some speculative work in the area of ‘guilt theory.
During the course of this work the Biblical story of Adam and
Eve and the fall of man had come under discussion. The question
was raised as to what was man’s original sin which led to the
expulsion from paradise? After some consideration the answer
was suggested that in the eyes of God the ultimate sin that
man could commit would be an utter refusal to ever consider
himself a sinner. For if man were to refuse to be burdened
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by any sensé of guilt, would he—in a most important respect—
be beyond God's control? The patient had been listening raptly
' and said ‘with much feeling: “My God, you'd be.:free! If you
refused to feel guilty before God or before other people, you'd
be free and people couldn’t hurt or control you! - The therapist
. agrec‘d“with_{ her:k ]:-v!"-( "") T : . Crt e e
' ''The patient continued: .
hateyoul® -0 o0 R
" “Who wouldhateyou?”kw e GELTOLDH DUUARND D
"7 “All the people who still had their guilt and who. needed to
control you through your guilt!”,.. ...+ s peon.d waicog 2]
.. The above,. in capsule fom, is the thesis: of this paper
~ which is that, although the. sense .of _self-responsibility and
of “social responsibility. is_vital for the.mature human being
‘and for’ effective social organization, .the sense of guilt is
of no value /hatsoever and in actial fact interferes with the
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full égéumptiﬁn'o[ sell-responsibility... .- IR S
., e Iheory of. superego functioning. and. the: problem of ‘guilt
has received increasing attention in recent years in psychiatric

circles. This has been reflected: in, the_recent publication of

PRENRN

. The theory of.

popular ™ articles . designed to comyey--the current ‘thinking of

leading workers. in the ficld. Certainly a large part of the recent
growth ‘in_interest is attributable to the rapid development
of the fields of theology and psychiatry. It is. likely, however,
that -deeper social forces- are at work. which impel us to bring
our psychological, skills; to. bear, on_the crucial area of moral
‘ 'Felaﬁpnships.; The: profound social upheaval.and dislocation
which characterize life in. this century, the seeming conflict
between the desire. for freedom and full self-expression ‘on the
one hand; and on the other hand the place of the individual
in a complex-social organization, lead. us. to raise .questions
about the responsibility of the individual to his fellow men.
More important- still, the sense of failure and helplessness in
the face of seemingly insoluble social and political problems
seems. to generate a growing mood of discouragement and self-
criticism.. Perhaps these questions help explain the increasingly
important role of guilt and guilt feelings in current theoretical
orientations. - : '

Our position has been strbﬁgly influenced -by the work of



Albert Ellis and has been aptly phrased in the title of one of
his. papers, There Is No- Room ‘For The Concept Of Sin In
-Psycho!herapy (2) - This - paper can be read as an extensron
and a deeper elaboration of his thesrs o
- zdns presenlmg our ‘ideas at 8 senes of semmars we hav
Tound that’ many- people have great drfficulty in grasprng the
idea that a social and moral outlook is possrble Mthout havmg
*‘a ‘sense of guilt:"We would hope to make as clear a dxstmcuon
as possible between these two effects If the problem 1s parually

a semantic one, then we would like to mrmmrze lhe semannc
eonfusion.. - ik L Tias SAT TN g bagines

The problem hinges on the questron "of whether 11 is possrble
to have a gelf-evaluative or self critical amtude whrch is quite
free of self-punishment and self-rejecnon If it is possxble to
have such an.attitude=~and the writers vrgorously insist that
it is—then this kind of “guilt”"will entail a- radxcally dxffcrent
emotional- experience-than”is genetally” connotcd by the term

“guilt”. Snppose that an actionof* ours” has ’ caused pam ‘or
‘trouble :to :an- associate. He complaifis*16 ‘s’ and is ¢ritical
of -our behavior.: We see” his point and’ grant the’ Jusuce of hrs
criticism.' As a result: ‘we feel: ourselves to b in the” wrong
The central point bemg made in this paper xs th.u " rs complete-
ly possrble for us ‘to’ say very genumely “l am sorry, n “was

......

belnthng O self-pumtxve ‘sentiments. The genumeness " of
our- apology:-and self-criticism' will” be mamfested by self-
corrective - behavior “on’ subsequent ‘occasions; as need not*at
all:-be’ manifestéd. by the ‘usual self-easugaung rouunes of
shame,: embarrassment, stammering;’ “The' tefm- guxlt”'
has come to be:so- inextricably- assocrated ‘with the attitude
of self-punishment that we prefer to use the ‘terms responsible
and self-responsible’ to denote an: onentanon of coneem wrth
moral standards. o " B
- Perhaps it can be seen at thrs pomt lhat the crucral distinc-
tions between guilt and responsibility lie in the roles played
by . anxiety and compulsion.. For ‘those.individuals who " are
capable of a “responsible attitude™ towards others—that is,
have concern, empathy, and interest 'in others—anxiety and
compulsron do not play a ma;or role On the contrary, their



social interest is manifested freely, willingly, and out of a

- sense -of ‘fullness within one’s self. Individuals who have had
“their own human needs truly gratified will be capable of this

attitode. Gullt t'eehngs, on the other hand, are accompanied
by anxrety and self-dxrected aggressmn A psychologtcal force

 within” the mdtvrdna[ ‘compels . hrm-on pain .of punishment—to
"’_observe moral standards. This ever-present internalized threat
“of " ‘punishment” ¢
' towards the enttre‘realm of moral shonlds T -

an only generate strong ambrvalent feelmgs

““Let "us’ try, then, to sum up ‘a bit more systemaucally the
drsunctrons between the effect ‘of gutlt on. the one -hand and,

‘on the other hand such |deas as moralstandards socral tnstrncts

The effects ol' gut!t mean the xndmdual necessanly re;ects
htmself in’ some 1mportant ways o

1. He loses caste or status m hts own and others eyes

2. He feels for the moment that his rxghts are dtrmmshed
3 _He may feel it necessary to atone by undergomg some
approprrate pain’or pumshment ‘
-~ 4, Be expenences great emotronal drscomfort .
"What is theinner e;tpenence where the 1ndmdua1 accepts the

- ‘need for socral and moral standards and accepts the ptmcrple of
"responsxbthty bnt isat the same trme not plagued by any feelings
‘ of guilt? -

1 ‘He recogmzes the nght of others to crmclze hrm and 'will

4 ‘Asmcerely evaluate the criticism. ,' _

2. He might ‘well take. a cntrcal view of himself and de-

- cide that there is 3 need to change hrs behavror or his

';"',attttudes oo

'3. But while doing this he will refuse 1o re;ect himself—
refuse to compel himself consciously or unconsctously
to undergo any pain or deprivation.

In- other words, he will dtstmgmsh between. mistaken or

" undesirable behavior and bad behavior. He will accept the
" need for change within himself without re;ecttng himself. The

decision 1o change in some given direction will, thus, be made
in a context of freedom and self-acceptance and not out of an

anxiety-driven compulsion.

This difference in attitude towards self-change will have



profound implications for the very process by which the change
is affected. In the very act of self-acceptance he acknowledges
‘within’ hrmself that although the has undertaken to change in
some way, his abrhty 1o ‘achieve his goal might well be limited.

A (8 may be necessary 10 reach rt by successrva stages He

recognizes ‘that ‘he can only do’ as well as .he can do He tries
-.as haru as he ¢ can, acceptmg hrs performance at each step, even
" thoigh "he’ ‘may’ percerve cIearly that further rmprovement is

“called for, He maintains; a‘desrre to chanse,_,ﬂand improve and
_ this is completely consrstent thh the underlytng self-approval
. Fallure great or small at “any step in_the Pprocess, need not
’at all ‘be accompamed by”angmsh and gmlt ‘One. mrght be

rmpatxent with one’s self without self-rejectlon “The tendency,
however, is to become more’ patient with one’s self. The indivi-
- dual’thus will' be capable of feelmg tawards htmself what the
accepting theraprst feels towards his pattent That -is, he will
be capab "“'of a. self-acceptmg kmd of self-awareness and,
where necessary, self-crrtxcrsm PR

.......

question which, _has basrc relevance for onr thesrs Ji.e., since
the socnalxzatwn of the chlld requrres that he’ necessanly
accept lrrmtatxons on hrs behavror and since mevrtably he will
be subJected to some form of correctlon ‘and dlsc1plme,,rs it
humanly pOsslble for him to sustain the manifold’ corrections
and drscxphnary experiences without (developing some “degree
Tof sclf—pumtwe behavror" At thls pomt we would only venture
lo suggest that there'is much more. room for ,optimism than
is granted” in most comemporary psychologlcal thinking. Par-
ticularly the revolutlonary work of A. S. Neill‘®in his forty
years of educational experience with children at Summerhill
suggests that ‘'we are only. at the dawn of drscovery in this
crucial area of human behavlor s o

When the problems. of gmlt sin, conscrence and moral
standards are examined, the notnons of responsrbrlxty, account-
abrlny, and sell'-responsrblhty are inevitably. encountered. For
many the very ideaof accountability implies the need for concepts

T of sin, guilt, and atonement.® Since, the emphasis rn_thrs
paper is on the vital role of the attitude of self-responsrtnlr.ty,
it will pay us to examine the difficulties involved in achieving



this attitude,

The temm ‘responsibility’ . comes from ‘the 'Latm meaning
to respond, to answer. The person or group to whom-one responds
Or answers, exercises -some .authority -over  one.  They' judge,

- evaluate’ and” delermme one’s fate. and: welfare—sometimes

'accordmg to the competence of .one’s -acts and..sometimes
' accordrng to one s moral status. lf -an organization has finan-
- cial’ drscrepancres it is. to the treasurer that ‘one -tums for
~ answers. If he’ replres in temms of his own acts and ‘behaviors
‘he is acting responsrbly If he always: blames. things on the
' correspondrng secrt':tary~ he is- refusmg responsibility. It is
" clear” that orgamzatxons rnvo!ve . jpattemns’; of . accountability
" of various types But what of the awesome. matter . of respon-
srbrlrt_y for one’s _entire life and. life pattern?. When we leave
" the ‘job ‘and step out of the organization, the firm, the club,
there are no longer any clear rules of responsibility:: To whom
“shall we look for valrdatron of our acts? How shall ‘we judge
the rnoral stature of our lrves" How explam any unhappmess
' or parn" o . )
Evrdently seIf-responsrbthty must take over at thxs point
" and ‘the mature adult. undertakes thts challt -.ag task and
itis a ‘task which ternfres most people -For.in ..elf—responsr-
bility' we ‘assume both’ roles of the doer and of :the Judge In
seekmg for validation essentxa]ly we look to ourselves

" The reluctance to do. S0’ we shall call in thxs paper, Ies-
ponsrbrlrty—anxrety Is there any - cause for wonder that. the
individual burdened by feehngs of gurlt self-re]ectron and in-
sufﬁcrency will ﬂee from what seems o be the intolerable
load “of self-responsrbllrty" In any Judgement for instance,
a court judgment we would: prefer a judge who is fair. If we
are to be our own judge and if we know. ourselves to. be harsh
and punitive, it is understandable that we shrink from self-
]udgment from self-responsrbtlrty For we have not developed
a concept of [riendly judging, of acccpung jndgmg

The sequence involved here can be roughly outlrned ,

1. The rndlvrdual in early life has not expenenced enough

" healthy acceptance.
2. He then learns to reject brmself feehng that he is un-
acceptable. :



3. Having become a harsh, punitive self-;udge the prospect

- of .answering to- htmself or sell‘-responstbnltty is far
.. from pleasant.:

o 4._aHavmg developed respons1bthty-anxtety, he ftnds it
. more tolerable to relegate thrs functton to some -extemal

- -authority - who," presumably, is” better equxpped to play
this role. This mxght be God, knng, leader, father, teacher,
<soc1ety or any entrty wluch represents the ; other or

o they P : s e

5. He: looks 10 thns extemal source l'o altdatron and Jndg- ’

. .mént:and it is that source which'is’ 5wen ultlmate respon-

- sibility - Thus;"'when “li¢" Teels® lurnself ‘to be not good
enough, the impulse - xs to say: “It is not my decision
or :my opinion,:.or ' my mistake. The" responstbthty lies

- ‘out.:there’.” Feelxng always the voice of rnsufﬁcrency
and “self-accusation; " he does ‘not ever wish to _prove

.. or ‘test brmself for he knows befotehand that he cannot

- pass this ‘test. And it'is not that he will’ really fatl but
that being so sclf-pnmtwe, he will consxder _himself

.+ 7to have failed.: Caught 'in’ tlns snare - ecls the push

. to externalize this painful’ busmess au force others

© ‘into “the- same - sell'-rejecttng mtrapsychtc confltct that
* is, to-make others feel gurlty too.

In this connection itis natural 10 exanune Ttllrch’s concept
of the “ courage fo accept acceptance . Accordtng to. Ttlhch“"
since man is unacceptable, it requires great courage to accept
: acceptance. Some - great efl'ort of will, an act of faith which
gives man tlte tourage to’ make this leap through emptiness,
is required to accept acceptance although one is _unacceptable.
Inevitably, it is to a° detty that one turns m snch a8 delernma
certamly not to one’s self. - ‘

“Tillich’s  is an excellent example of the sequcncc ol‘ self-
rejection leading to responsrbtlltyoanmety and the need for
external authority. We. would, of course, challenge the doctrine
of unacceptability and the desperate concept of courage which
this entails. We would claim that the wvery notion that we require
courage to be or courage to accept acceptance 1mpltes profound
social disorganization.




In analysing the dynamics of guilt feelings the psychiatric
literature tends to focus on the. intra-individual ‘experience
It-is well to consider also the- enormously important role of

 guilt mechanisms as an interpersonal and as'a social phenomenon.
We wish to highlight particularly the way in. which most indi-
' viduals “(and ‘muchof sociefy at .large) need to control. the
“behavior of ‘others. “This control and the need to conirol is
largely unconscious. Most people would be inclined either to

- e

- deny or rationalize their behavior.in this respect: i} > o
" - Let'us say “A” has done something.or failed to do’ something
of ‘expressed an’ opinion of which others disapprove: The need
“of ‘our society "\i’&oald be not only to .express or to experience the
* disapproval ‘and disagreement but also to have: the individual
~expfess guilt, self-rejectionana a punitive type of self-criticism.
“Here we can make a disti ction which is central 10 our thesis.

LR

- Two stéps-are involVed, “~" " " o . L L
1.'0“13[5 disapp'ro'v o onas Bl Gt

/% 2By 'word“or by glance o by demeanor others. need o
7% force one 'to feel guilty, that is, to disapprove’ of ‘him-
self. It is of great interest that merely: expressing the

" 'disapproval. and_feeling’ that ‘one. has ‘the Tight 'to dis-
'approve is’ rarely felt to be completely satisfying. The -

© neurotic pattern requires. that, “‘A” chastise himself and

St to get himself in line,.. . ., A -
* Some very'important problems in unconscious’ and :neurotic

self-validation are involved here, Let us_refer 1o our two hypo-
thetical protagonists as Critic'and Target. When Critic has a.
shaky“sense of self, he is badly threatened if Target refuses
lo experience guilt. Heé feels somehow damaged or smaller.
Conversely, if Target has been dented and has introjected the
guilt, Critic feels much relieved and—in a most spurious way—
achieves self-validation, He ‘says to himself: “I am adequate;
I have'ma’naged,;toi‘haw" this effect on him.” Then, for Critic
sell-validation comes not from within but from the perception -
of social influence. It is quite plain that he is highly vulnerable .
in this respect for if this criticism bounces off he must doubt
himself. - S |

The latent infantile conflicts of Target also are likely to
be involved.  He senses the urgency of Critic’s instability.



To the extent that his own problems of omnipotence -continue
10 :plague him, to that extent is he likely to feel: “What | now
do and feel is ‘terribly important. If ' conform and/or feel guilty,
Critic' will be’ relieved. If I"go my way, Pll ‘cause’ him to be
upset.” -On the otliér hand, if Target has a firm sense of his
- own and of others’ €go boundaries, he will take his own council
. and feel no ‘guilty" ébﬁcéxfn'iwhatw;yer “for Critic’s, anxious
 feelings. v boar o G detiies Bl weenimpen s i on

. - Other. facets of this interaction" also, should be mentioned.

When Critic notes:that’his demand for a guilt reaction is suc-
- cesful;: he, may: well: ‘be” reinfgrced in"his_unconscious needs
for omitipotence: When' Targét notes how much “anxious ‘concem
his behavior has generated, "ﬁé';ma"yx_fécl“‘tinic_dns_cioqsvly,,that
he must be loved if he merits this much_concem. It must be
quité plain; however, thai “aithough in a ‘conventional social
.sense these attitudes: g’i'v'e"'"th”ef'"afa‘piéiii’fan"c&¢:,'f;,o,7f:.,?_cq:mcexx;"T with
the welfare of others, the essential “ underlying., concem is
with - one’s own feelings of insufficiency. Much of the  time
-each party acts as'if he must be résponsible not only for himself
but for, “the other™ i ;;,u. b "zkg o ‘
<. The attitude:'we'are- developing in this ' '* criticizes a
particular; kind. of ‘distortion“of the  J udeo-Chiristian_ ethic of
“brotherly; love” “and 'the injinction” to” “love thy neighbor as
thyself”. Now it does in fact’$eem a fine thing, to love all men
as brothers. But just how s_hou'l&"fo"n'é -love ‘one’s brother? Our
protagonist.. Critic’ may “well be“proud ‘of ‘his_ “concem” over
Target’s deviations.” But.in expressing hig particular kind of
love_or concem, ‘he ‘evidently makes the “assumption that he
-musttakethe role’ of "Target’s  punitive conscience and of
his ego controls.:. - o T fnTe Tl T

~ If Critic were to limit himself to the expression of his opinion
and then not' follow up with a punitive moral ‘attitude, he pro-
bably would criticize himself forbeing unconc erned with Target's
welfare and moral salvation. He is inhibited, therefore, in
allowing Target ‘genuine freedom of choice. This is because
he cannot really trust and respect Target’s judgment, .

With his characteristic attitude of omnipotence Critic would

have to feel that if Target goes astray, it is his—Critic’s~
fault. The writers claim that this sort of unreal interpenetration

t



of self-responsibility constitutes 3 most serious contemporary
disease. Often it will be found parading under the guise of
brotherly love and socja] conscience. It is a bogus love, how-
ever, and one which betrays lack of respect for both one's self
and the other. Only a love which clearly acknowledges one’s own
finiteness as an individual and the separateness of the other is
worthy of the name. It appears then that only those who are
quite willing to accept self-responsibility will be capable of
granting it to others. When they perceive their fellow man
following a path which is certain to be painful and self-defeat-
ing, they do feel and express concern. They offer to Jend a
helping hand. But they do not insist on its acceptance and
they do not condemn. They hope that the offer of assistance

will be attractjve enough to be freely accepted.

This paper has concerned itself with the distinction between
an outlook of constructjve responsibility on the one hand, and
on the other hand, what we feel to be the abnormal, destructive
and self-defeating sense of guilt. We clearly do not wish to
imply that the distinctions we are making are easily acquired
by patients in Psychotherapy or by anyone else for that matter,
On the contrary, experience has shown that although the ideas
do not present the greatest difficulties on a verbal-intellectual
level, the true assimilation of this aftitude commonly requires
enormous - emotional struggle and effort. The tyranny of the
archaic super-ego has been all too well documented.'!? Eveq
after momentary insights have been gained, they must be con-
tinually re-established through repeated effort.

Ellis ) has even speculated recently that the tendency to
develop self-punitive guilt is'.£‘".‘i“:."bié'logf'cal,,ijpman, attribute
which can be unleamed only with great difficulty,

It nevertheless "seems highly worthwhile "to develop an
awareness - that ‘the vitally human. quality: of - responsibility
need not ‘invariably be entwined with the painful affect of
guilt. All too often this has been the grim assumption. It is
our hope that challenging this assumption. will have deeply
liberating consequences, - LT S .
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