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M I C H A E L F R I E D M A N , M . D . 

Toward a 
Reconceptualization of Guilt 

FREUD'S CONCEPTUALIZATION OF GUILT, s ta ted mos t dea r ly in 
Civilization and Its Discontents, r ema ins t h e p r e d o m i n a n t conceptu­
alization of guilt in psychoanalysis a l t hough it is e m b e d d e d in a 
theory of motivat ion (drive theory) tha t has been increasingly re ­
jec ted . Accord ing to F r e u d , guilt is t he fear of an internal ized 
threat of loss of love a n d loss of pro tec t ion from a variety of dan ­
gers. While it is difficult to overes t imate the impor t ance of the fear 
of a n internal ized th rea t of loss of love as a motivat ion in h u m a n 
life, I d o not believe that this concept r ep resen t s what peop le or­
dinarily m e a n by guilt. M o r e impor tan t ly , it has , in my opinion, 
obscured a significant line of h u m a n motivat ion a n d has i m p e d e d 
the effective t r ea tmen t of a wide r a n g e of psychopathology. T h e 
purposes of this p a p e r a r e (1) to e x a m i n e F reud ' s concept of guilt; 
(2) to review some recen t r e sea rch a n d theory in deve lopmenta l 
psychology a n d evolut ionary biology which point to a n al ternat ive 
concept of guilt; (3) to review several a t t empts within psychoanal­
ysis to modify o r s u p p l e m e n t F reud ' s concept of guilt , all of which 
can be seen as efforts to m o v e toward this al ternat ive concept ; (4) 
to make some tentat ive suggest ions toward a reconceptual izat ion 
of guilt; a n d (5) to i l lustrate some clinical implications of this re-
conceptualizat ion. 

Th i s p a p e r has g rown ou t of my par t ic ipat ion in the M o u n t Zion 
Psychotherapy Research Project led by J o s e p h Weiss a n d H a r o l d 
Sampson, whose insight in to the i m p o r t a n c e of unconscious guilt 
in psychopathology has insp i red t h e research of o u r g r o u p as well 
as this essay (Weiss, Sampson , et al, 1986). T h e classical psycho­
analytic concept of guilt, however , d id no t fit o u r da ta . We used 
te rms like survivor guilt a n d separa t ion guilt (Weiss, Sampson , et 
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al, 1986; F r i edman , 1985). I t was my op in ion tha t a central concept 
in need of such extensive al terat ion r equ i r ed examinat ion . 

I. Herds and Hordes: Freud's Concept 

In C h a p t e r IX of Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego F r e u d 
cons ide red a n d re jec ted a very i n t e r e s t i ng hypo thes i s . T h e hy­
pothesis, advanced by a n English sociologist, W. T r o t t e r (1919), 
was that h u m a n behavior could be be t te r descr ibed a n d expla ined 
by postulat ing, in addi t ion to t h e self-preservative and sexual in­
stincts, a set of instincts which h e called collectively the gregar ious 
o r he rd insdnct . T r o t t e r d is t inguished t h r ee forms of the h e r d 
instinct, the aggressive, the protect ive, and the socialized, all of 
which involve a sensitivity to t h e n e e d s of o t h e r m e m b e r s of one ' s 
species and t end to resul t in behavior that benefits these o t h e r 
members . T r o t t e r c redi ted Pearson for poin t ing ou t the biological 
significance of such an instinct: 

[Pearson] called attention to the enlargement of the selective unit effected 
by the appearance of gregariousness, and to the fact that therefore within 
the group the action of natural selection becomes modified (p. 24). [The 
herd instinct] would appear to have the effect of enlarging the advantages 
of variation. Varieties not immediately favourable to the individual may 
be supposed to be given by it a chance of survival (p. 22). 

Manifestations of the h e r d instinct, accord ing to T r o t t e r , include 
loyalty, a feeling of duty , a n d a t endency to identify a n d comply 
with o ther m e m b e r s of the h e r d (pp . 31—33). Expressions of the 
protective a n d socialized forms of the instinct include conscience, 
guilt, empa thy , a n d al t ruism (p. 40). Al t ruism is a na tura l expres­
sion of the h e r d instinct; the gregar ious animal is altruistic because 
he must be, not because h e decides to be (p. 46). T r o t t e r viewed 
psychopa tho logy as a resu l t of t h e conf l ic t b e t w e e n one ' s own 
needs and the needs of o the r s as perceived. T h e h e r d instinct 
endows the needs of o the r s with the e n e r g y o f instinct (p. 87). 
T r o t t e r did not en te r ta in a romant ic view of the h e r d instinct. H e 
believed it to be responsible , in its protect ive a n d socialized as well 
as its aggressive forms, for m a n y of the worst as well as the best 
expressions of t h e h u m a n spirit. 

F r e u d d i smis sed T r o t t e r ' s i dea as no t h e l p f u l in e x p l a i n i n g 
g r o u p behavior . A l t h o u g h T ro t t e r ' s h e r d instinct may indeed have 
been less helpful t han Freud ' s own ideas abou t identification a n d 
the ego ideal in expla in ing the kinds of g r o u p behavior that F r e u d 
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chose to exp lore , I th ink it is likely tha t F r e u d u n d e r s t o o d the 
genera l significance of T ro t t e r ' s hypothesis a n d rejected it because 
it was so basically incompat ib le with his own theory of motivat ion. 
We can recognize in T ro t t e r ' s h e r d instinct a n early s t a t ement of 
what would now b e called t h e theory of prosocial instincts. I shall 
discuss this theory in some detai l la ter in the pape r . H e r e I wish 
to emphasize tha t even t h e logical possibility (let a lone t h e actual 
likelihood) of prosocial instincts p re supposes a concep t o f instinct 
qui te dif ferent f rom Freud ' s concept of dr ive . T h e logical possi­
bility of a set of prosocial instincts r equ i res a concept of instinct 
l ike t h a t o f Bowlby (1982 ) , w h i c h is d r a w n f r o m t h e f ield of 
ethology: 

Behaviour that traditionally has been termed instinctive has four main 
characteristics: (a) it follows a recognizably similar and predictable pattern 
in almost all members of a species (or all members of one sex); (b) it is not 
a simple response to a single stimulus but a sequence of behaviour that 
usually runs a predictable course; (c) certain of its usual consequences are 
of obvious value in contributing to the preservation of the individual or 
the continuity of a species; (d) many examples of it develop even when all 
the ordinary opportunities for learning it are exiguous or absent (p. 38). 

Given this concept of instinct it r ema ins an o p e n ques t ion whe the r 
the re a re prosocial instincts, i.e., somewhat u n l e a r n e d , universal 
tendencies to behave u n d e r cer ta in c i rcumstances in ways tha t ben­
efit o the r m e m b e r s of one ' s species. Evidence for a theory of p r o -
social instincts would inc lude a d e m o n s t r a t i o n that the inher i t ance 
of such behavioral tendencies was consistent with the theory of 
na tura l selection, evidence for the universality of such tendencies 
as well as da ta s u p p o r t i n g t h e thesis that prosocial behavior canno t 
entirely be accounted for by socialization exper ience . 

Freud ' s theory of motivat ion p rec ludes even the logical possi­
bility of prosocial instincts. Accord ing to dr ive theory all motivat ion 
derives ultimately f rom an individual 's a t t t emp t to d ischarge en-
d o g e n o u s l y g e n e r a t e d a c c u m u l a t i o n s o f s t imula t ion . F r e u d be­
lieved that his theory was consistent with the theory of na tu ra l 
selection because these accumula t ions of s t imulat ion could best be 
d ischarged t h r o u g h certain self-preservative o r r ep roduc t ive be­
haviors. Accord ing to dr ive theory an individual 's deepes t moti­
vation is by defini t ion egoistic, having as its goal the d ischarge of 
his own a c c u m u l a t e d t ens ions . A n y benef i t t h a t m a y acc rue to 
o thers mus t be derivative, a resul t e i ther of sublimations of o r 
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defenses against egoistic motivat ion. T l i e r e is, by definit ion, n o 
prosocial instinct o r non-der ivat ive a l t ru ism' in Freud ' s modva-
tional theory. It is, of course , n o surpr i se to find that a theory 
which views even one 's expe r i ence of a n d a t t achment to a n o t h e r 
p e r s o n as d e r i v i n g f r o m t h e o t h e r ' s abil i ty to ac t as a vehic le 
t h r o u g h which one may d ischarge one 's tensions, also views be­
havior which benefits the o t h e r pe r son as derivative of m o r e fun­
damen ta l egoistic motivat ion. 

T h e r e is a second rela ted, bu t not idendcal , reason why Tro t t e r ' s 
theory of the h e r d instinct was unacceptable to F reud . G r e e n b e r g 
a n d Mitchell (1983) have po in ted ou t the difficulty of separa t ing 
psychology f rom metapsychology. One ' s vision of h u m a n exper i ­
ence a n d one 's theory o f m e a n i n g in form one 's theory of mecha­
nism. Freud ' s vision of h u m a n exper ience stressed the competi t ive 
r a the r than the coopera t ive e lements of h u m a n interact ion. Th i s 
vision was no t forced u p o n h im by his metapsychology; it was, 
ra ther , embod ied in his metapsychology. T ro t t e r ' s h e r d instinct 
was a theoretical e m b o d i m e n t of a very different vision of h u m a n 
exper ience . F r e u d believed that m a n was motivated by self-interest 
and fear. A n example of his mode l of altruistic concern is the 
neurot ic fear that a loved pe r son may die, which masks a wish that 
he may die. T h e altruistic concern "is merely compensa t ing for a n 
under ly ing cont ra ry a t t i tude of b ru ta l egoism" (SE X I I I , p . 72). 
Social feeling, for F r e u d , is a defense against envy. "Social just ice 
means that we deny ourselves many things so that o thers may have 
to d o wi thout t h e m as well" {SE X V I I I , p . 121). F reud ' s view of 
pr imary uncon t amina t ed h u m a n motivat ion is well expressed by 
his descr ipt ion of the fa ther of the pr imal h o r d e engaged in re­
lentless, j ea lous , ru th less pu r su i t of his sexual p leasure : "A violent, 
jea lous fa ther who keeps all t he females for himself a n d drives 
away his sons as they grow u p " (SE X I I I , p . 141). " H e loved no 
one bu t himself o r o t h e r peop le insofar as they served his needs" 

' "Altruistic" and "prosocial" are used interchangeably in this paper, although in 
the developmental psychology literature the latter term is typically the more inclu­
sive. Both terms are used here to refer to behavior whose intended purpose is the 
benefit of another person. This intended purpose need not be conscious. Advan­
tage or disadvantage may or may not accrue to the performer of an altruistic act, 
but neither constitute part of his intention. "Altruistic" is also used in this paper as 
a scientific and not an ethical term. What is under discussion is not the goodness 
of human nature but the nature of human nature. 
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{SE XVII I , p . 123). All the sons who band together in cooperative 
ventures a re mere ly m a k i n g d o . T h e y too would , if they could, be 
pr imal fathers . "Let us v e n t u r e t h e n , " wrote F reud , "to correct 
Tro t t e r ' s p r o n o u n c e m e n t tha t m a n is a h e r d an imal a n d assert tha t 
he is r a the r a h o r d e animal , a n individual c r ea tu r e in a h o r d e led 
by a chief" {SE X V I I I , p . 121). 

T h e radical consistency of F reud ' s posi t ion is i l lustrated by some 
of his c o m m e n t s on the affection of ch i ldren for the i r pa ren t s a n d 
the protect ive a n d affectionate behavior of pa ren t s toward the i r 
chi ldren, which would seem to b e except ions to his theory . 

Children love themselves first, and it is only later that they learn to love 
others and to sacrifice something of their own ego to others. Even those 
people whom a child seems to love from the beginning are loved by him 
at first because he needs them and cannot do without them—once again 
from egoistic motives. Not until later does the impulse to love make itself 
independent of egoism. It is literally true that his egoism has taught him to 
love" (SE XV, p. 204). 

T h e affectionate behavior of pa ren t s toward the i r ch i ldren is "a 
revival and r ep roduc t ion of the i r own narcissism . . . Parenta l love, 
which is so moving a n d at bo t tom so childish, is n o t h i n g bu t the 
paren ts ' narcissism b o r n again . . ." {SE XIV, p . 91). T h e Biblical 
story of the j u d g e m e n t of Solomon, commonly u n d e r s t o o d as a 
story abou t the t r i u m p h of m a t e r n a l instinct over m a t e r n a l narcis­
sism, is discussed by F r e u d as an i l lustration of the ro le of envy in 
t h e d e m a n d for just ice . Most peop l e would say tha t the t r u e m o t h e r 
is recognized by h e r willingness to lose h e r child r a t h e r t han have 
the child c o m e to h a r m . F r e u d says tha t t h e story il lustrates t h e 
envy of the depr ived . "If o n e woman ' s child is d e a d the o t h e r shall 
no t have a live o n e e i ther . T h e be reaved w o m a n is recognized by 
this wish" {SE X V I I I , p . 121). 

W h e n F r e u d came, in C h a p t e r VI I of Civilization and Its Discon­
tents, to fo rmula te his concept of guilt h e was cons t ra ined by a 
theory of motivat ion tha t ascribed to a child little m o r e t han the 
motives of self-interest a n d fear. H e was also cons t ra ined by a belief 
he held abou t how ch i ld ren perceive the i r pa ren t s . T h r o u g h o u t 
his writings F r e u d a s sumed that ch i ld ren perceive their pa ren t s as 
powerful . Paren t s may be f rus t ra t ing o r gratifying, cruel o r kind, 
loving or unloving, b u t they a r e always s t rong author i t ies . T h e r e 
a re few suggest ions in t h e Complete Psychological Works tha t ch i ldren 
can perceive the i r p a r e n t s (especially the i r fathers) as weak, fragile. 
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confused, sad, d a m a g e d , depressed , hopeless, etc. F r eud shared 
this belief with o thers of his t ime and cul ture . F reud needed a 
concept of guilt consistent with his beliefs that a child is motivated 
by self-interest a n d fear a n d that he perceives his pa ren t s as s t rong 
authori t ies , capable of d i spens ing m u c h n e e d e d love a n d protec­
tion, o r of a b a n d o n i n g h im to the dange r s of the world and of 
their own passions. 

F r eud posed t h e p rob l em thus : "What m e a n s does civilization 
employ in o r d e r to inhibit the aggressiveness which opposes it, to 
make it harmless , to get r id of it, p e rhaps?" (SE XXI , p . 123). H e 
assumed that man ' s instinctive t endency is to satisfy his aggressive 
needs u p o n o the r s a n d that only civilization opposes this. H e does 
not consider the possibility of an instinctive opposi t ion to instinc­
tive aggression (for example , t h e way in which an an imal can be 
inhibited in his attack if his conspecific victim s u r r e n d e r s a n d bares 
his throat ) . F reud ' s answer is that the child, helpless a n d d e p e n d e n t 
u p o n his paren ts , fears their loss of love a n d protec t ion. Th i s fear 
motivates the child to c o n d e m n as "bad" those of his actions a n d 
impulses which displease his pa ren t s . In its early stages this fear 
of loss of love is a "social anxiety". As the pa ren ta l author i ty be­
comes increasingly internal ized a n d a u t o n o m o u s the anxiety is ex­
per ienced as a sense of guilt. For the p resen t discussion the im­
por tan t issue of how to descr ibe the structure of the super -ego or , 
m o r e generally, how to describe the s t ruc tura l results of t h e inter­
nalization of exper iences with pa ren t s is not g e r m a n e . Wha t I am 
concerned with in this p a p e r is the content, affective a n d cognitive, 
of what F r eud calls the super-ego 's express ion in guilt. F reud ' s 
answer is clear. T h e affective con ten t of guil t is fear a n d the cog­
nitive content is the belief t ha t o n e may lose the love a n d protect ion 
of one 's pa ren t s : 

Thus we know of two origins of the sense of guilt: one arising from fear 
of an authority, and the other, later on arising from fear of the super-ego 
. . . First comes renunciation of instinct owing to fear of aggression by the 
external authority. (That is, of course, what fear of the loss of love amounts 
to, for love is a protection against this punitive aggression.) After that 
comes the erection of an internal authority, and renunciation of instinct 
owing to fear of it—owing to fear of conscience" (SE XXI, pp. 127-128). 

This conceptual izat ion of guilt posed an immedia te p rob l em for 
Freud . H e knew that " the severity of the super -ego which a child 
develops in no way co r r e sponds to the severity of t r ea tmen t which 
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he has himself m e t with" (SE X X I , p . 130). T h i s seems t rue , even 
if o n e takes in to a c c o u n t t h e h i d d e n c rue l t i es in c h i l d - r e a r i n g 
(Miller, 1983) tha t F r e u d e i the r d id no t know abou t o r d id no t 
think i m p o r t a n t ( the t o r m e n t i n g discipline inflicted o n Schreber 
by his fa ther ; the hypocrisy of Dora ' s family). F r e u d t r ied to solve 
this p rob l em in several ways. T h e child, h e said, exper ienced his 
fa ther as m o r e severe t h a n h e actually was because the child p ro ­
jec ted on to his fa ther his own revengeful aggressiveness in the face 
of early frustrat ion. Also, a d d u c i n g a Lamarck ian phylogenet ic 
model , F r e u d said tha t the child was consti tutionally p red i sposed 
to exper ience his fa ther as severe because " the fa ther of prehis tor ic 
t imes was i ndeed te r r ib le" {SE X X I , p . 131). F r e u d accounted for 
the energy of the super -ego a n d t h e severity of a person 's guilt by 
a s s u m i n g t h a t f r u s t r a t e d agg re s s ion was t u r n e d i n w a r d s , c h a n ­
nelled t h r o u g h the super -ego a n d d i rec ted against the ego. Last, 
F r e u d a d d e d Alexander ' s exp lana t ion of the severe super -ego of 
chi ldren of loving a n d over - indu lgen t pa ren t s : " T h e 'undu ly le­
nient a n d indu lgen t fa ther ' is the cause of chi ldren 's fo rming an 
over-severe super -ego , because, u n d e r t h e impress ion of love that 
they receive, they have n o o t h e r out le t for the i r aggressiveness bu t 
t u r n i n g it inwards" {SE X X I , p . 130). While t he r e a r e undoub ted ly 
impor t an t insights con ta ined in some of these explanat ions , they 
have a n ad hoc quality, which I believe even F r e u d recognized. T h e 
reconceptual izat ion of guilt I shall p r o p o s e in this p a p e r will ob­
viate the need for these solutions by e l iminat ing F reud ' s p rob lem. 

F reud he ld to this conceptual izat ion of guilt t h r o u g h o u t the rest 
of his writ ings. For example , in the New Introductory Lectures he 
writes: 

As is well known, young children are amoral and possess no internal in­
hibitions against their impulses striving for pleasure. The part which is 
later taken on by the super-ego is played to begin with by an external 
power, by parental authority. Parental influence governs the child by of­
fering proofs of love and by threatening punishments which are signs to 
the child of loss of love and are bound to be feared on their own account. 
This realistic anxiety is the precursor of the later moral anxiety. So long 
as it is dominant there is no need to talk of a super-ego and of a conscience. 
It is only subsequently that the secondary situation develops (which we are 
all too ready to regard as the normal one), where the external restraint is 
internalized and the super-ego takes the place of the parental agency and 
observes, directs and threatens the ego in exactly the same way as earlier 
the parents did with the child" {SE XXII, p. 62). 
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T h e p h e n o m e n o n which F r e u d called guilt is of incalculable im­
por tance . It is difficult, as I have said, to overest imate the signifi­
cance of fear o f loss of love, w h e t h e r internal ized o r not , as a 
motivat ion in h u m a n life. I believe, however , tha t F r e u d failed to 
cap tu re in his definit ion t h e essence of wha t peop le m e a n by guilt. 
Freud ' s guilt is not the guilt of Lady Macbeth.2 I t is not the guilt 
of a survivor of t h e Holocaus t (Nieder land , 1961 , 1981). I t is not 
the guilt of a m o t h e r who believes she has d a m a g e d h e r child. A 
m o t h e r who has, for example , been responsible for h e r child's 
disability o r dea th does no t feel guilty primari ly because she fears 
the loss of love of her in ternal ized mo the r . Guilt was for F reud , 
a n d remains for m u c h of psychoanalytic theory, the fear of an 
inner pol iceman, fo rmed by one 's exper ience with a t h rea t en ing 
pa ren t , r ep resen t ing , in however dis tor ted a form, the threa ts of 
that pa ren t , a n d fueled by one 's own ha te . 

It is the thesis of this p a p e r tha t F r eud a n d T r o t t e r were both 
right. Man is a h o r d e and a h e r d animal . As a h o r d e an imal his 
selfish and aggressive behavior is control led in pa r t by a fear of 
retaliation which can become internal ized. F r e u d called the inter­
nalized fear of retal iat ion guilt. I th ink a be t te r word for it would 
be super -ego anxiety. Guilt refers , I believe, to a distress that de ­
rives from o u r be ing herd animals . It reflects a biological sensitivity 
to a n d concern for the needs of significant o thers , and arises when 
one believes o n e has in jured or failed to he lp these o thers . T h e 
p h e n o m e n o n of guilt der ives f rom what evolut ionary biologists a re 
now calling the altruistic line of motivat ion in h u m a n life. By ne-
gadng the impor t ance of p r imary (not defensive o r derivative) al­
truistic motivat ion a n d by assimilating the concept of guilt to the 
concept of what I a m calling super -ego anxiety F r e u d obscured an 
i m p o r t a n t l ine of h u m a n mot iva t ion a n d p laced cons t r a in t s o n 
what psychoanalysts have been able to observe a n d have told their 
pat ients abou t the i r deepes t motives. 

At the conclusion of C h a p t e r V I I of Civilization and Its Discontents 
comes a r emarkab le a d d e n d u m , so typical of Freud ' s re lendess 
a t t empt to cover all the g r o u n d a n d so characterist ic of his intuitive 

2 Freud, by his own admission, could not understand Lady Macbeth's guilt {SE 
XIV, pp. 318-324). 
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u n d e r s t a n d i n g when his theory was no t qui te r ight a n d his de te r ­
minat ion no t to h ide the r o u g h edges . F r e u d admi ts tha t h e has 
not yet exp la ined the sense of guil t tha t arises w h e n a pe r son really 
has commit ted a misdeed . "Of this event , which is after all an 
everyday occur rence , psycho-analysis has no t yet given any expla­
na t ion" (SE X X I , p . 131). F r e u d calls this kind of guilt r emorse . 
H e explains the r e m o r s e felt by the sons of the p r imal fa ther after 
they h a d killed h im as follows: 

This remorse was the resuh of the primordial ambivalence of feeling to­
wards the father. His sons hated him, but they loved him, too. After their 
hatred had been satisfied by their acts of aggression, their love came to 
the fore in their remorse for the deed . . . Now, I think, we can at last 
grasp two things perfectly clearly; the part played by love in the origin of 
conscience and the fatal inevitability of the sense of guilt. . . The sense of 
guilt is an expression of the conflict due to ambivalence, of the eternal 
struggle between Eros and the instinct of destruction or death {SE XXI, 
p. 132). 

This s ta tement is r emarkab l e because it is so very di f ferent f rom 
the concept of guilt F r e u d h a d j u s t p r o p o s e d . It is o n e th ing to say 
that oedipal guilt is t he fear of an internal ized th rea t of retaliation 
for want ing to kill one ' s fa ther a n d replace h im. I t is qui te a n o t h e r 
th ing to say tha t oedipal guilt is r emor se , based o n love, which one 
feels for want ing to kill a n d replace one 's fa ther . F r e u d did not 
develop the concept of r e m o r s e o r guilt based o n love. H e did no t 
think it be longed in the province of psychoanalysis {SE XXI , p . 
132. 

II. An Alternative Model: Recent Advances in Developmental 
Psychology and Evolutionary Biology 

Al though the scientific s tudy of the deve lopmen t of mora l j u d g e ­
m e n t has been carr ied o n for over half a cen tu ry (Piaget, 1932) it 
is only recently that concen t ra t ed a t ten t ion has been di rected to 
the deve lopmen t of prosocial behavior (Müssen a n d Eisenberg-
Berg, 1977; Eisenberg , 1982). Much of the fruitful investigation 
in this a rea has been d o n e within the t radi t ion of social l ea rn ing 
theory which stresses t h e i m p o r t a n c e of r e in fo rcement cont ingen­
cies in shap ing a n d main ta in ing prosocial behavior . Accord ing to 
social l ea rn ing theory ch i ld ren a re inheren t ly egoistic. T h e y lea rn 
t h r o u g h a long series of r ewards a n d p u n i s h m e n t s to be empa th ic 
and altruistic. Th i s theory has m u c h in c o m m o n with psychoana-



MICHAEL FRIEDMAN, M.D. 

510 

lytic theory. O n e social l ea rn ing theoris t has even def ined con­
science as a "condi t ioned anxiety response to certain types of sit­
uat ions and act ions" (Eysenck, 1960), which is very close to Freud ' s 
definition of guilt. Even theorists who emphas ize the child's use of 
imi ta t ion a n d c o m p l e x cogni t ive skills in l e a r n i n g prosocia l be­
havior believe that he is mot ivated to learn this behavior by the 
tradit ional egoistic motivat ions of self-interest and fear. T h e r e is 
no quest ion of the e n o r m o u s i m p o r t a n c e of r ewards a n d punish­
ments in shap ing a n d main ta in ing prosocial behavior . T h e effects 
of both positive a n d negat ive r e in fo rcemen t o n prosocial behavior 
have been d e m o n s t r a t e d in the labora tory a n d have been convinc­
ingly p roposed as an i m p o r t a n t explana t ion of the increase in p r o -
social behavior with age as well as the deve lopmen t with age of 
mora l j u d g e m e n t in the di rect ion of increasing al t ruism (Rushton, 
1982). Restated in psychoanalytic theory, t he r e is no quest ion of 
the impor tance of parenta l love, a n d the child's fear of the loss of 
this love in developing his e m p a t h y a n d al t ruism. T h e quest ion is 
whe the r this is a sufficient theory . T h e r e is increasing evidence 
that it is not . 

Mart in Hof fman (1981) in reviewing the evidence for an inde­
p e n d e n t altruistic motive system notes that the t radi t ional a ssump­
tion of psychology, that al t ruisdc behavior can uldmately be ex­
plained in t e rms of self-serving motives is j u s t that , an assumpt ion . 
"Empirical evidence for this view has not been advanced , pe rhaps 
because the concept ion of h u m a n s as egoisdc beings seems so ob­
vious that the evidence is unnecessary" (p. 125). Hof fman believes 
that this assumpt ion derives in pa r t f rom a m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of 
the theory of na tura l selection. 

The original Darwinian notion of survival of the fittest appeared to leave 
little room for altruism. The image it conjured up was one in which each 
individual competed with others, and natural selection favored egoistic, 
self-preserving behavior. Those individuals who were stronger than 
others, for example, were more likely to live longer, reproduce, and pass 
their genes to offspring. The more recent view of evolutionary theorists, 
based on evidence from fossil remains (bones, tools, weapons), observa­
tions of mammals and ethnographic descriptions of primitive groups, is 
that early humans did not live alone but in small groups. Such groups 
produced more offspring (who presumably then continued to live in 
groups) than those individuals not living in groups. Consequently, current 
evolutionary theory does not ignore the necessities of cooperative social 
existence (pp. 121-122). 
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Darwin himself d id no t ignore t h e impor t ance of cooperat ive 
social existence a n d took a m u c h b r o a d e r view of his theory t h a n 
did many of its la ter a d h e r e n t s , inc luding F r e u d . Darwin 's discus­
sion of the evolut ion of n e u t e r insects (Darwin, 1859) is an e x a m p l e 
of his u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e n e e d to account for altruistic behavior 
in evolutionary t e rms . Recendy several mode l s have been p roposed 
by evolut ionary biologists, all consistent with the theory of na tura l 
selection, which point to the logical possibility a n d actual l ikelihood 
that genotypic a n d pheno typ ic s t ruc tures med ia t ing altruistic be­
havior in h u m a n s have evolved. T h e models a re g r o u p selection 
(Wynne-Edwards , 1962), inclusive fitness (Hamil ton , 1964), a n d 
reciprocal a l t ru ism (Trivers , 1971). Very briefly, they emphas ize 
that the theory of na tu ra l selection explains the evolut ion of spe­
cies, not the existence of par t icu lar descendan t s of cer ta in individ­
uals. A species' genetic fitness is m e a s u r e d no t only by the genetic 
fitness of its individual m e m b e r s , bu t by the i r e n h a n c e m e n t of the 
fitness of o t h e r species m e m b e r s w h o sha re the same genes . Th i s 
is essentially Hami l ton ' s concept of inclusive fitness. Tr ivers ' mode l 
of receiprocal al t ruism ex tends the concep t of inclusive fitness to 
show that na tu ra l selection would even favor the evolut ion of cer­
tain altruistic tendencies d i rec ted to non- re la ted individuals. T h e s e 
models d o no t imply tha t t h e r e a re specific sets of genes deter ­
min ing specific social behaviors , bu t mere ly tha t it is unlikely that 
we would have survived as a species unless we h a d inher i t ed some 
s t ructures med ia t ing altruistic behavior , tha t is some tendencies to 
he lp each o t h e r u n d e r cer ta in c i rcumstances . 

Natural selection operates on the boundaries within which ethical systems 
can develop and it buffers humans against arbitrary indoctrination by 
capricious ideologies or programs of reinforcement that would work 
against the long-range survival of the human genotype (Wolff, 1978, p. 
91). 

T h e s e advances in evolut ionary biology d o no t p rove that t he r e is 
an altruistic line of motivat ion in h u m a n life. T h e y do , however , 
clearly place the b u r d e n of proof, as H o f f m a n points ou t , on any 
theory that reduces a p p a r e n t altruistic motivat ion to egoistic mo­
tivation. Bowlby echos these sen t iments : 

Once gene survival is recognized as the true criterion in terms of which 
the [adaptive] function of instinctive behavior is measured some old-
standing problems evaporate. That some instinctive behavior has a func-
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tion of direct and immediate benefit to kin is only to be expected . . . This 
means that altruistic behavior springs from roots just as deep as does 
egoistic . . . (1982, p. 133). 

It is beyond the scope of this p a p e r to review the large body of 
exper imenta l da ta s u p p o r t i n g the theory of an i n d e p e n d e n t al­
truistic motive system. T h e r e a d e r is r e fe r red to Hof fman (1981) 
for a m o r e comprehens ive account . Hof fman cites studies which 
demons t r a t e the au tomat ic quality of m a n y altruistic responses ( 5 -
10 sec. latency) as well as s tudies which show that l ea rn ing curves 
obtained with the cessation of another persons 's distress serving as 
the only re in forcement closely resemble lea rn ing curves obta ined 
when the cessation of the subject's own distress serves as the re in­
forcement . H e also cites his own study (Sagi a n d Hoffman, 1976) 
of the empa th ic distress of newborns which shows that one-day old 
infants react to the distress cries of o t h e r infants with cries that 
a re indist inguishable f rom the cries of infants who a re in actual 
distress, a n d are different f rom the infants ' react ions to equally 
loud a n d intense n o n h u m a n sounds . 

In addi t ion to Hoffman ' s i m p o r t a n t s tudy of the reactive cries 
of newborns , t he r e is a gradual ly increasing n u m b e r of studies of 
the very early deve lopmen t of empa th i c a n d altruistic responses 
which suggest that such responses a re no t entirely learned . Clas­
sical psychoanalytic a n d cogni t ive-developmental (Piaget) theories 
d o not predict the clear display of altruistic behavior before the 
age of a r o u n d 5 years (E i senberg , 1982, p . 9) . Social l e a r n i n g 
theory could conceivably account for an ear l ier a p p e a r a n c e of p ro -
social behavior on the basis of imitat ion a n d re in forcement contin­
gencies bu t it would be h a r d pressed to account for the universal 
appea rance of altruistic tendencies in very y o u n g ch i ldren (1- a n d 
2-year olds). While t he r e has long been a large body of anecdota l 
evidence known to pa ren t s a n d psychologists (Rheingold a n d Hay, 
1980) that places the onse t of altruistic behavior in roughly the 
second year of life, it is only in the past few years that this has been 
demons t r a t ed t h r o u g h formal research . 

In a series of well control led studies Zahn-Waxler and Radke-
Yarrow (1977, 1982, 1983) a n d their colleagues at t he Labora tory 
of Developmenta l Psychology of the N I M H t ra ined m o t h e r s to 
record their chi ldren 's responses to natural ly occur r ing and sim­
ulated incidents of distress at h o m e . T h e chi ldren 's ages r a n g e d 
from 10 m o n t h s to 2-V2 years. Empa th i c a n d altruistic responses 
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were included in the categories of r e sponse r e p o r t e d o n by the 
m o t h e r s . E m p a t h i c r e s p o n s e s o c c u r r e d as ear ly as 10 m o n t h s . 
Many of the ch i ld ren were p e r f o r m i n g caregiving functions by the 
age of I-V2 years. 

Not only do they comfort another person by patting, hugging, or pre­
senting an object, but also they have more sophisticated and complex 
methods of attempting to help. They express verbal sympathy, they give 
suggestions about how to handle problems . . . they appear to try to cheer 
others up and they sometimes try alternative helping responses when a 
given technique was not effective . . . The behaviors appear to be intended 
to reduce suffering in others and to reflect concern for the victim in 
distress (1982, p. 126). 

T h e following is an e x a m p l e of an altruistic r e sponse r e p o r t e d in 
their s tudy: 

I'd been working hard, and I was overtired. I started to cry and argue 
with my husband, John. Anne (21 months old) came and put her arms 
around me; she looked very confused and a little worried. Then John left 
and we were quiet. I went and sat down, trying to pull myself together. 
Anne came over, and she climbed onto my lap and she said "Hi," with a 
very eager look on her face. Then she sat next to me in the chair for a 
minute, and she folded her hands. She looked at me, and she said "Hi," 
several times. I couldn't help smiling and saying "Hi," back to her. But I 
still had tears in my eyes. Then she put her arms around my neck, and 
she put her head down next to mine and began to pat my shoulder. She 
was really very consoling. It was very sweet. Then she leaned over, and 
she kissed me on the forehead. And that just cleared up all the depression, 
and I reached over, and I hugged her. And then she began to smile, and 
she look relieved (1983, p. 247). 

While no t over looking the effect of imitat ion a n d r e in fo rcemen t 
on prosocial behavior , t he a u t h o r s were impressed by the early 
onset a n d universality of t h e p h e n o m e n a they observed. 

Altruism was found to develop in virtually all of the children studied, and 
most children showed similarity in their total repertoire of prosocial re­
sponding. The very first signs of responding were remarkably similar in 
form from one child to the next and they tended to occur within a narrow 
time frame shortly after the first year of life (1982, p. 125). 

T h e au tho r s take issue with theor ies of early personal i ty devel­
o p m e n t which emphas ize " the infant 's g r a d u a l t ransi t ion f rom na r -
cissim, egocent r i sm a n d des i re for immed ia t e self-gratification, to 
the eventual internal izat ion, cont ro l , a n d coord ina t ion of its own 
needs and impulses with the d e m a n d s of society" (1983, p . 247). 
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T h e y see these theor ies as biasing observers against seeing the 
potential for prosocial behavior in y o u n g chi ldren. 

Mothers, too, not infrequently assume that their young children are ego­
centric and incapable of caring for others' needs. Sometimes they actually 
misinterpret their children's prosocial behaviors. Prosocial behaviors are 
often quietly and subtly conveyed. They do not carry with them the 'drama' 
of a child's temper tantrum or acute state of woe, and hence are more 
likely to go unnoticed (1983, p. 258). 

T h e au thors conc lude tha t the i r da ta attests to the universality of 
prosocial behavior in the very y o u n g child and "suggest possible 
biological o r ma tu ra t iona l mechan i sms" (1982, p . 125). 

Mart in Hof fman (1981 , 1982, 1984) p e r h a p s has gone the far­
thest in developing a theory of prosocial motivat ion by suggest ing 
j u s t wha t t h e i n h e r i t e d capaci t ies a n d t e n d e n c i e s m e d i a t i n g al­
truistic behavior migh t be . His theory of e m p a t h y a n d guilt, while 
not address ing in any detail t he issues that concern us as clinicians, 
nevertheless forms t h e ke rne l of the reconceptual izat ion of guilt 
p roposed in this p a p e r . I shall, accordingly, review it in some detail . 

In d iscuss ing t h e c r i t e r ia for a n i n h e r i t e d a l t ru is t ic r e s p o n s e 
sys tem H o f f m a n n o t e s t h a t it m u s t b e r e l i ab le in t h e s ense of 
serving as a buffer against maladapt ive local social n o r m s a n d flex­
ible in that it mus t be subject to pe rcep tua l a n d cognitive controls 
and able to be balanced in any par t icular si tuation with the d e ­
mands of an egoistic r e sponse system (1981, p p . 1 2 6 - 1 2 7 ) . H e 
suggests that e m p a t h y fulfills these r equ i r emen t s . Hof fman de­
fines e m p a t h y as a n af fec t ive r e s p o n s e m o r e a p p r o p r i a t e to 
someone else's si tuation t han to one 's own (1982, p . 281). H e p re ­
sents evidence tha t e m p a t h y is a universal h u m a n response subject 
to cognitive a n d percep tua l control for which t he re is a constitu­
tional basis a n d which motivates an individual to altruistic action 
( 1 9 8 1 , p p . 128f f ) . H e d e s c r i b e d seve ra l m o d e s of e m p a t h i c 
arousal which r a n g e from the reactive cry of the newborn (Sagi 
a n d H o f f m a n , 1976), t h r o u g h associat ive a n d c o n d i t i o n e d e m ­
pathic responses , to complex cognitively a n d symbolically media ted 
empath ic role taking. All of these modes of arousal have invol­
un ta ry componen t s . Th i s is i m p o r t a n t because "it shows that as 
h u m a n s we may involuntari ly a n d forcefully exper ience o thers ' 
emotional states r a t h e r t h a n the emot ional states pe r t inen t a n d 
app rop r i a t e to o u r own situation . . . tha t we a re built in such a 
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way that distress will of ten be con t ingen t no t o n o u r own bu t o n 
someone 's else's painful expe r i ence" (1984, p . 112). 

Hof fman links the deve lopmen ta l levels of e m p a t h y to the de ­
ve lopment of the child's cognitive sense of t h e o the r . Global empathy 
is exper ienced by the child in rough ly the first year of life, before 
he has achieved a stable self-other different iat ion. Examples of 
global e m p a t h y a re the reactive cry of t h e n e w b o r n a n d t h e distress 
cries of t h e 1 0 - 1 4 m o n t h o ld ch i ld ren in t h e Zahn-Waxier a n d 
Radke-Yarrow s tudy in response to the distress they witnessed in 
o thers . Egocentric empathy character izes the child in the second year 
of life w h o has achieved substant ial self-other different iat ion o r 
"person p e r m a n e n c e " . T h e s e ch i ldren "cannot yet fully dis t inguish 
be tween the i r own a n d the o t h e r person ' s i n n e r states, however , 
a n d . . . their efforts to h e l p o the r s . . . consist chiefly of giving the 
o the r pe r son what they themselves find most comfor t ing" (1982, 
p . 287). Empathy for another's feeling begins to develop a r o u n d the 
ages of 2 o r 3 a n d parallels the child's g rowing recogni t ion of 
o thers as having i n n e r states i n d e p e n d e n t of his own. Empathy for 
another's general plight develops by late ch i ldhood o r early adoles­
cence a long with one 's recogni t ion that o the r s have "personal iden­
tities a n d life exper iences b e y o n d the immed ia t e s i tuat ion" (1982, 
p p . 2 8 6 - 2 8 8 ) . 

Hoffman discusses two kinds of prosocial motive arising f rom 
empath ic distress. T h e first h e calls a "quasi-egoistic empa th ic dis­
tress response" . Simply p u t this m e a n s tha t " the best way to r educe 
one's empa th ic distress may ordinar i ly be to get r id of its source , 
namely, the o ther ' s actual distress. T h e best way the re fo re may be 
to h e l p " (1982, p . 290). A second motive is t e r m e d by Hof fman 
"sympathetic distress". 

Once people are aware of the other as distina from the self, their own 
empathic distress, which is a parallel response—a more or less exact rep­
lication of the victim's presumed feeling of distress—may be transformed 
at least in part into a more reciprocal feeling of concern for the victim. 
That is, they continue to respond in a purely empathic, quasi-egoistic 
manner—to feel uncomfortable and highly distressed themselves—but 
they also experience a feeling of compassion or what f call sympathetic 
distress for the victim, along with a conscious desire to help because they 
feel sorry for him or her and not just to relieve their own empathic distress 
(1982, p. 290). 

Al though Hof fman occasionally writes as t h o u g h sympathet ic dis-
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tress were an elaborately condi t ioned response to empa th ic distress 
that occurs as a child begins to d i sdnguish self f rom o ther , h e 
generally seems to believe that it r ep resen t s an i n d e p e n d e n t aspect 
of empathically based altruistic motivat ion which comes into play 
later than empa th ic distress. 

Hoffman 's conceptua l izauon of guilt follows direcdy from his 
theory of empa thy . 

Thus far in my analysis, the observer is an innocent bystander. A special 
case of interest is that in which the cues indicate that the observer is the 
cause of the other's distress. It seem reasonable to assume, when one feels 
empathic distress, that if the cues indicate that one has caused the victim's 
distress one's empathic distress will be transformed by the self-blame at­
tribution into a feeling of guilt. That is, the temporal conjunction of em­
pathy for someone in distress and the attribution of one's own responsi­
bility for that distress will produce guilt (1982, p. 297). 

Guilt has t h r ee c o m p o n e n t s . Its affective c o m p o n e n t is empa th ic 
distress; its cognidve c o m p o n e n t is the belief that one has caused 
this distress; its motivat ional c o m p o n e n t is a disposit ion to r epa i r 
the dis t ress o n e believes o n e has caused . Gui l t p r e s u p p o s e s a n 
awareness of t h e self a n d o t h e r as sepa ra te endt ies a n d the ability 
to make causal inferences involving one 's own actions (1982, p . 
299). With increasing cognidve matur i ty t h e var iedes of guilt pos­
sible ex tend to include guilt over inaction as well as guilt toward 
suffering peop le one has never me t (1982, p . 302). Hof fman does 
not consider the pathologies of guilt, bu t discusses its adaptive func­
tion as an addi t ional prosocial motive. By disposing a person to 
avoid h a r m i n g o thers a n d to m a k e repa ra t ion if he does, guilt adds 
an addit ional biologically based prosocial motive to the motives of 
empath ic and sympathet ic distress. 

H o w e v e r i n c o m p l e t e H o f f m a n ' s t h e o r y m a y be as a cl inical 
theory of guilt, h e has achieved a major reconceptual izat ion with 
significant clinical implications. La ter in this p a p e r I shall a t t empt 
to en la rge his theory in t h e direct ion of a clinical theory . At this 
point I would like to review several a t t empts within psychoanalysis 
to supp lemen t o r modify Freud ' s concept of guilt, all of which seem 
to m e to have m u c h in c o m m o n with Hoffman 's mode l . 

III. Developments Within Psychoanalysis 

Melanie Klein 
In a series of p a p e r s beg inn ing shortly after F r e u d wrote Civi-
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lization and Its Discontents Melanie Klein effected what I believe to 
be a major reconceptual iza t ion of guilt, o n e tha t is m o r e in accord 
with the point of view p re sen ted h e r e . Klein's wish to stress h e r 
continuity with F r e u d may be par t ly responsible for t h e genera l 
lack of apprec ia t ion of the dif ference be tween his concept a n d 
hers . Melanie Klein's theory o f guilt is essentially an expans ion of 
wha t I t e r m e d F reud ' s a d d e n d u m to his concep t of guilt. By e m ­
phasizing guilt a n d t h e "dr ive" to m a k e r epa ra t ion as der iv ing f rom 
love she correc ted Freud ' s one-s ided emphas i s o n self-interest a n d 
fear as the p r imary motivat ions in h u m a n life. 

In a shor t pape r . On Criminality, wri t ten in 1934 Klein set ou t in 
abbreviated fo rm m u c h of w h a t she was to say a b o u t guil t over the 
next 15 years. Melanie Klein was fully cognizant , to say the least, 
of a s u p e r - e g o p o p u l a t e d wi th m e n a c i n g in t rojects , images of 
th rea ten ing pa ren t s dis tor ted by the child's project ion of his own 
aggressive impulses on to his p a r e n t s a n d by his fears of retal iat ion: 

The small child first harbours against its parents aggressive impulses and 
phantasies, it then projects these on to them, and thus it comes about that 
it develops a phantastic and distorted picture of the people around it. But 
the mechanism of introjection operates at the same time, so that these 
unreal imagos become internalized, with the result that the child feels itself 
to be ruled by phantastically dangerous and cruel parents—the super-ego 
within itself (1975, p. 259). 

She is careful, however , not to call the fear of these introjects ( their 
a b a n d o n m e n t o r retaliation) g u i l t — s h e calls it anxiety. She con­
ceives of two stages of supe r - ego d e v e l o p m e n t (later to become the 
pa rano id a n d depressive positions). In the first stage the child's 
aggressive phantasies against its pa ren t s a rouse anxiety lest they 
retaliate. I n the second stage these aggressive phantasies "become 
the basis for feelings of guilt a n d the wish to m a k e good what it 
has d o n e in its imagina t ion" (1975 , p . 259) . 

I n A Contribution to the Psychogenesis of Manic-Depressive States 
(1935) Klein f o r m u l a t e d h e r t h e o r y of t h e dep re s s ive pos i t ion . 
Money-Kryle (1975, p . 433) summar izes it as follows: 

Briefly, the theory posits that in the first year at roughly four to five 
months a significant change occurs in the infant's object relations, a change 
from relation to a part-object to relation to a complete object. This change 
brings the ego to a new position in which it is able to identify with its object 
so that while formerly the infant's anxieties were of a paranoiac kind about 
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the preservation of his ego, he now has a more complicated set of ambiv­
alent feelings and depressive anxieties about the condition of his object. 

Guilt (which is not sharply dis t inguished f rom remorse and de ­
pressive anxiety) is the distress accompanying the belief that o n e 
has d a m a g e d one 's loved object. T h e depressive is filled with anx­
iety for the object while the parano iac is afraid for himself. 

The ego comes to a realization of its love for a good object, a whole object 
and in addition a real object, together with an overwhelming feeling of 
guilt towards it. Full identification with the object . . . goes hand in hand 
with anxiety for it (of its disintegration), with guilt and remorse, with a 
sense of responsibility for preserving it intact against persecutors and the 
id, and with sadness relating to expectations of the impending loss of it 
(1975, p. 270). 

Klein depar t s f rom Freud ' s in te rpre ta t ion of the self-reproaches 
of the depressive. She says that these a re not pr imari ly r ep roaches 
against the introjected object, bu t t r ue self-reproaches based on a 
belief that o n e has in jured the object. T h e r ep roaches against the 
object can even be defenses against self-reproach. She also sug­
ges t ed a d i f f e r e n t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e d y n a m i c s o f su ic ide . 
A b r a h a m a n d Glover h a d emphas ized the suicide's a t t empt to de­
stroy the introjected bad object. Klein emphas ized the suicide's 
a t t empt to p rese rve the ex te rna l o r introjected object by des t roy ing 
the d a n g e r o u s self. Klein explicitly rejects the idea, which she as­
cribes to Rado , tha t t h e deepes t fixation-point in t h e depressive is 
d u e to t h r ea t ened loss of love. I t is, she claims, r a the r d u e to guilt 
and r emorse over having d a m a g e d the loved object. 

In Love, Guilt and Reparation (1937) Melanie Klein writes of the 
"dr ive" to repara t ion s t emming f rom one's love a n d one 's guilt over 
having d a m a g e d the objects of one 's love. She writes of an uncon­
scious sense of guilt unde r ly ing m a n y forms of psychopathology 
which is based on a d r e a d of be ing a d a n g e r to t h e loved one (1975, 
p . 309). Klein is very clear that guilt and the "dr ive" to m a k e r e p ­
arat ion a r e not derivat ive o r defensive p h e n o m e n a , but p r imary 
motivations based on love. 

Even in the small child one can observe a concern for the loved ones which 
is not, as one might think, merely a sign of dependence upon a friendly 
and helpful person. Side by side with the destructive impulses in the un­
conscious mind both of the child and of the adult, there exists a profound 
urge to make sacrifices, in order to help and to put right loved people 
who in phantasy have been harmed or destroyed. In the depths of the 
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mind, the urge to make people happy is linked up with a strong feeling 
of responsibility and concern for them, which manifests itself in genuine 
sympathy with other people and in the ability to understand them, as they 
are and as they feel (1975, p. 311). 

Klein frequently emphas izes tha t ch i ld ren worry abou t h u r t i n g 
their pa ren t s a n d that they continual ly look for reassurances tha t 
their pa ren t s a re not d a m a g e d . She writes abou t people who ru in 
their lives ou t of unconscious guilt over having d a m a g e d the i r 
paren ts . 

In On the Theory of Anxiety and Guilt (1948) Klein fu r the r clarified 
the difference be tween the two concepts . Anxie ty (or persecutory 
anxiety) relates p redomina te ly to fear for t h e self, for the annih i ­
lation of the ego; guilt (or depress ive anxiety) is p redominan t ly 
fear lest the loved object be des t royed . T h e fo rmer is ult imately 
der ived f rom t h e d e a t h instinct a n d t h e lat ter f rom Eros . 

The feeling that the harm done to the loved object is caused by the subject's 
aggressive impulses I take to be the essence of guilt. (The infant's feeling 
of guilt may extend to every evil befalling the loved object—even the harm 
done by his persecutory objects.) The urge to undo or repair this harm 
results from the feeling that the subject has caused it, i.e., from guilt. The 
reparative tendency can, therefore, be considered as a consequence of the 
sense of guilt. The question now arises: is guilt an element in depressive 
anxiety? Are they both aspects of the same process, or is one a result or a 
manifestation of the other? While I cannot at present give a definite answer 
to this question, I would suggest that depressive anxiety, guilt and the 
reparative urge are often experienced simultaneously (1975a, p. 36). 

As an example of the clinical i m p o r t a n c e of the distinction be­
tween p a r a n o i d a n d depress ive anxiety Klein describes a pa t ient 
who defends against his guilt by expe r i enc ing himself as the object 
of persecut ion. H e accuses the analyst of h a r m i n g h im a n d re ­
members earl ier grievances as a way of escaping from an over­
whelming b u r d e n of guilt a n d despa i r (1975a, p . 37). 

Melanie Klein viewed guil t as a resul t of the conflict between 
the life a n d d e a t h instincts. She emphas ized the child's aggressive 
and destruct ive impulses a n d believed tha t h e was guilty pr imari ly 
about these impulses . Klein also viewed bo th persecutory a n d de ­
pressive anxiety as der iv ing f rom instinctual processes largely in­
d e p e n d e n t of exper iences with pa ren t s . Parents , for Klein, can 
mi t iga te t h e r avages of p e r s e c u t o r y a n d dep re s s ive anxie ty by 
being loving a n d s t rong. T h e r e is l i tde indicat ion in h e r writings 
that they may severely exacerbate a child's exper ience of anxiety 
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or guilt. Both of these aspects of Klein's theory of guilt reflect h e r 
relative neglect of the child's exper iences in his family a n d the 
conclusions h e draws f rom these exper iences . I shall take a dif­
ferent point of view, emphas iz ing the impor t ance of the specific­
ities of a child's exper iences in his family, especially his exper ience 
of his p a r e n t ' s p s y c h o p a t h o l o g y a n d / o r mi s fo r tunes , in d e t e r ­
min ing the n a t u r e and ex ten t of his guilt. It is impor t an t to no te , 
however, tha t Klein stressed that the child's guilt over his aggres­
sive and destruct ive impulses was not an internal ized fear of re­
taliation for these impulses , bu t an i n d e p e n d e n t and p r imary mo­
tive, s t emming from the life insdnct , to repa i r the h a r m caused by 
the dea th insdnct . Melanie Klein took the concept of guilt as far 
as it could go toward a n altruistic conceptual izat ion while sdll re­
main ing within the constraints of a modif ied dr ive theory. H e r 
conceptualizat ion was limited by h e r failure to a d o p t e i ther a phy-
logenetic o r an ontogenet ic adapt ive point of view. 

Arnold Modell 

Of all the psychoanalytic writers with w h o m I a m familiar Arno ld 
Modell (1965, 1971) has come the closest to the al truisdc-adaptive 
reconceptual izat ion of guilt be ing p roposed in this pape r . In The 
Origin of Certain Forms of Pre-Oedipal Guilt and the Implications for a 
Psychoanalytic Theory of Affects (1971) Modell describes a p h e n o m ­
enon which he believes is of universal significance and "not con­
fined to a par t icular diagnostic g r o u p , bu t represen ts a funda­
menta l h u m a n conflict" (p. 340). T h e p h e n o m e n o n is "survivor 
guilt". T h e concept of survivor guilt h a d been in t roduced into 
con tempora ry psychiatric l i te ra ture by Niede r l and (1961), who de­
scribed the severe guilt exper i enced by survivors of the Holocaust . 
Typically, after s t ruggl ing to begin a new life a n d often succeeding, 
these people succumbed to a variety of symptoms like depress ion , 
anxie ty , a n d psychosomat i c cond i t i ons ( N i e d e r l a n d , 1981). Nie­
de r l and believed these symptoms to be identifications with loved 
ones who h a d not survived. His pat ients often a p p e a r e d a n d felt 
as if they were living dead . N iede r l and believed that these identi­
fications were motivated by guilt , which he called survivor guilt. 
T h e survivors exper ienced an "ever p resen t feeling of g u i l t . . . for 
having survived the very calamity to which the i r loved ones suc­
cumbed" (1961 , p . 238) . H e conc luded tha t his pat ients ' pa thology 
was not d u e to pr ior unconscious hostile wishes toward their loved 



A RECONCEPTUALIZATION OF GUILT 

521 

ones , bu t r a t h e r to the fate tha t befell t h e m a n d to t h e pat ients ' 
unconscious belief tha t mere ly r e m a i n i n g alive was a betrayal of 
the dead . 

Modell b r o a d e n e d the concep t of survivor guilt to inc lude m o r e 
subde forms of survival accompan ied by unconscious guilt. For 
example , o n e o f his pat ients was a ta lented w o m a n w h o h a d mar ­
ried well a n d had achieved financial a n d professional success. She 
had r isen far above the fate of h e r pa ren t s . T h e pa t ien t u n d i d h e r 
success by exper ienc ing it as un rea l , only act ing. She felt tha t "she 
was simply act ing t h e p a r t of a y o u n g m a t r o n culled f rom t h e pages 
of a w o m e n ' s m a g a z i n e " ( 1 9 6 5 , p . 326 ) . T h e p a t i e n t p r o v o k e d 
fights with h e r h u s b a n d which e r o d e d h e r mari ta l happ iness , a n d 
allowed herself little p leasure in any of h e r activities. She t r ied to 
convince Modell tha t she was unfi t for a n d u n w o r th y of psycho­
analysis by r e p o r t i n g b i z a r r e a n d c r u e l b e h a v i o r . T h e pa t i en t ' s 
"deepest conviction was that she h a d no r ight to a life be t te r than 
that of he r m o t h e r , which was perceived by h e r as a life of h a r d s h i p 
and d e g r a d a t i o n " (1965, p . 326). Th i s pa t ient believed tha t she 
had dep le ted h e r m o t h e r a n d robbed h e r siblings of the i r sha re 
of love. " H e r basic conviction was tha t love was a concre te sub­
stance, and tha t its supply was l imited; if she possessed any th ing 
that was good , it m e a n t that s o m e o n e else was dep r ived" (1965, p . 
326). A n o t h e r pat ient descr ibed by Model l was a successful m a n 
whose sister was hopeless ly s c h i z o p h r e n i c . T h i s m a n p u n i s h e d 
himself for be ing be t te r off t h a n his sister by d r i n k i n g excessively 
and by d e a d e n i n g his feeling for o the r s (1971 , p . 340). Modell 
concludes that t he r e is "in men ta l life some th ing that migh t be 
t e r m e d a n u n c o n s c i o u s b o o k k e e p i n g sys tem, i.e., a system t h a t 
takes account of the dis t r ibut ion of the available 'good ' within a 
given nuc lear family so tha t t h e c u r r e n t fate of o the r family m e m ­
bers will d e t e r m i n e how m u c h 'good ' o n e possesses. If fate has 
dealt harshly with o t h e r m e m b e r s of the family the survivor may 
exper ience guilt" (1971 , p . 340). 

Modell also writes abou t "separa t ion guilt" which is guilt based 
o n a be l ie f t h a t g r o w i n g u p a n d s e p a r a t i n g f r o m m o t h e r will 
d a m a g e o r even dest roy he r . M o r e general ly, separa t ion guilt is 
guilt based o n a belief tha t evolving one 's own au tonomy, having 
a separa te existence, a life of one 's own, is d a m a g i n g to o thers . 
Modell 's concepts of separa t ion a n d survivor guilt over lap some­
what. W h a t they have in c o m m o n is a belief that one 's own welfare 
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is at the expense of ano the r ' s . T h e y a re bo th forms of distress 
(guilt) occasioned by a belief that by p u r s u i n g no rma l develop­
menta l o r life goals one is h a r m i n g a significant o ther . 

In his 1971 p a p e r Model l a t t emp ted to explain the p h e n o m e n a 
of survivor a n d separa t ion guilt by placing t h e m in a biological 
context . Invoking the evolut ionary biological mode l of g r o u p se­
lection Modell suggested that these forms of guilt a r e metaphor ica l 
extensions of an inher i ted altruistic impulse to sha re food with 
o the r m e m b e r s of one ' s g r o u p . 

The altruistic impulse to share food promotes the survival of the group. 
The alternative would be survival of a few of the stronger individuals who 
would greedily hoard the available food supply, but, as has been observed, 
there is a survival value in maintaining the group rather than the isolated 
individual. It is reasonable to suppose that evolution might favour the 
survival of those individuals who experience guilt when they behave greed­
ily and that the guilt leads to the prohibition of the wish to have every­
thing for oneself This form of guilt, which in man's earlier history con­
tributed to the survival of the group, continues to be inherited and con­
tinues to exert its influence upon modern man, although its original func­
tion may no longer be relevant. However, due to man's capacity for met­
aphorical thinking, the experience of guilt did not remain limited to its 
original objects, i.e., the obtaining of food, because food can be symboli­
cally elaborated as the acquisition of that which is 'good' " (1971, p. 342). 

It is h a r d to u n d e r s t a n d why Modell th inks that na tura l selection 
should have ope ra t ed only on the altruistic impulse to share food 
or why h e believes tha t altruistic motivat ion is n o longer being 
selected for. T h e s e considera t ions aside, Modell 's ideas r ep resen t 
an impor tan t advance . H e has b r o u g h t some basic evolut ionary 
theory (which is less speculative t han h e seems to think) to bear on 
some very impor t an t bu t neglected clinical facts. H e has offered 
an explanat ion for guilt which is an advance over Klein's expla-
n a d o n based on the instincts of love a n d dea th . Modell , however , 
seems uneasy with his innovat ion a n d a t t empts to accommodate it 
to classical theory. H e emphas izes the role of oral g reed in the 
edology of survivor guilt. H e also reduces survivor guilt first to a 
form of pre-oedipal guilt a n d t h e n to a pr imal fantasy arising in­
dependen t ly of the super -ego a n d later regula ted by it (1971). Th i s 
a t t empted accommoda t ion fails, in my opinion , a n d only succeeds 
in obscur ing the impor t ance of his cont r ibut ion . 
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Harry Stack Sullivan 

Sullivan dismissed guilt as a p h e n o m e n o n of reladvely m i n o r 
impor tance (1956, p p . 1 1 2 - 1 1 5 ) . H e wrote abou t conscious guilt 
and viewed it e i ther as anxiety a t t e n d a n t u p o n a clearly perceived 
violation of one ' s mora l code , o r a de fense against unconscious 
anxiety. H e also m a d e s ta tements which could be taken to m e a n 
that he d id no t believe a p e r s o n capable of altruistic concern for 
ano the r before preadolescence (see Searles, 1958, p . 228) . T h e s e 
aspects of Sullivan's t h o u g h t t end to obscure what I believe to b e 
a similarity be tween some of his centra l ideas a n d the point of view 
presen ted he r e . Sullivan inc luded what I a m calling guilt in his 
concept of anxiety. Accord ing to Sullivan, a person 's self-system is 
largely organized a r o u n d his a t t empts to avoid anxiety. Th i s does 
not m e a n tha t t he r e is n o potent ia l for an e m e r g e n t social self, 
r a the r that the dis tor t ion of this potent ia l , t he psychopathology is 
an a t t empt to avoid anxiety. (Sullivan is cont ras t ing his view tha t 
psychopathology has to d o with the ques t for security with Freud ' s 
view that it is m o r e re la ted to the vicissitudes of satisfaction.) 

Accord ing to Sullivan, t h e r e a re two sources of a child's anxiety. 
O n e is pa ren ta l th rea t of loss of love (withdrawal , d isapproval , etc.). 
T h e o t h e r is t h e anxiety which t h e child exper iences w h e n a p a r e n t 
is anxious: "The tension of anxiety, when present in a mothering one, 
induces anxiety in the infant" (1953, p . 41). T h e process whereby t h e 
anxiety is communica t ed is empathy. 

The rationale of this induction—that is, how anxiety in the mother induces 
anxiety in the infant—is thoroughly obscure . . . [However] those who 
have had pediatric experience or mothering experience actually have data 
which can be interpreted on no other equally simple hypothetical basis. So 
although empathy may sound mysterious, remember that there is much 
that sounds mysterious in the universe, only you have got used to it; and 
perhaps you will get used to empathy (1953, pp. 41-42) . 

T h e child learns to avoid anxiety both by r e n o u n c i n g behavior tha t 
l eads to his m o t h e r ' s w i t h d r a w a l a n d d i s a p p r o v a l a n d by r e ­
nounc ing behavior that causes h e r to be anxious . Anxiety occa­
sioned by mothe r ' s wi thdrawal o r d isapproval is, w h e n s t ructur-
alized, close to what I a m calling super -ego anxiety. T h e child's 
empath ic exper ience of his mo the r ' s anxiety following some be-
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havior of his which h e believes caused that anxiety is an example 
of what I a m calling guilt. 

In Sullivan's system the distinction be tween h a r m i n g a n d be ing 
h a r m e d is b lu r r ed . H e presumably would not see my distinction 
between super -ego anxiety a n d guilt as impor tan t . I n many in­
stances the distinction is, in fact, b lu r red . It is certainly b lu r r ed for 
infants who have not achieved a stable self-object differentiat ion, 
and may have been b lu r r ed for m a n y of the severely ill pat ients 
whom Sullivan t rea ted . However , it is impor t an t to no te that Sul­
livan d id place g r e a t e m p h a s i s o n t h e chi ld ' s a t t e m p t to avoid 
h a r m i n g his m o t h e r by causing h e r to be anxious , and that h e 
believed tha t he r anxiety, empathical ly communica ted , became a 
cen t ra l s h a p i n g force of t h e chi ld ' s pe r sona l i ty a n d psychopa-
thology. 

Harold Searles 

A l t h o u g h h e h a s n o t a d d r e s s e d t h e concept of gu i l t , H a r o l d 
Searles (1958, 1979) has wri t ten for almost th ree decades abou t 
the infant 's and child's p r imary , non-der ivat ive love and sense of 
responsibility for his mo the r . " I n n a t e a m o n g man 's most powerful 
strivings toward his fellow m e n , beg inn ing in the earliest years and 
even earliest m o n t h s of life, is an essentially psychotherapeut ic 
striving" (1979, p . 380). Searles believes that "altruistic loving re-
latedness" is the "basic stuff of h u m a n personal i ty" and that "it is 
with a wholehear ted openness to loving re la tedness that the new­
born infant r e sponds to the outs ide wor ld" (1958, p p . 2 2 7 - 8 ) . H e 
decries the emphas i s in the psychiatric l i tera ture on the infant 's 
need to receive love and u p o n the failure of those about h im to give 
him the love he needs , a n d the neglect of the infant 's and child's 
need to express his own love to o thers . Searles believes that the 
preschizophrenic child's love for a n d loyalty to his psychologically 
d a m a g e d m o t h e r is a major mot ivat ing force in the deve lopmen t 
of his illness. T h e pat ient sacrifices his individuality in an effort to 
res tore his m o t h e r a n d suffers from d e e p a n d cr ippl ing lifelong 
guilt for not be ing able to he lp h e r (1979, p . 385). T h e pat ient 
views his recovery as a d a m a g i n g a b a n d o n m e n t of his mothe r , a n d 
his guilt over a b a n d o n i n g he r is a major i m p e d i m e n t to his re­
covery. " H e canno t bear to grow ou t of the re la t ionship and leave 
her there , tragically c r ipp led" (1958, p . 231). 
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Arthur H. Feiner and Edgar A. Levenson 

Feiner a n d Levenson (1968) have descr ibed the ways in which a 
young adul t ' s impulsive, destruct ive, provocat ive a n d self-destruc­
tive behavior can function, a n d is in fact unconsciously i n t ended 
to function, as a m e a n s of p ro tec t ing o n e o r bo th pa ren t s . Al­
t h o u g h they d o no t add res s t h e concept of guilt , they use the w o r d 
in a way tha t is c o n g r u e n t with t h e reconceptual izat ion p roposed 
in this pape r . T h e s e y o u n g adul t s , p a r t of a popu la t ion o f college 
d ropou t s s tudied intensively in a project of the William Alanson 
Whi t e In s t i t u t e , sacrif iced t he i r o w n d e v e l o p m e n t in o r d e r to 
mainta in a homeostat ic family system (Jackson , 1957) which p ro ­
tected the i r pa ren t s f rom facing the i r own individual a n d mari ta l 
problems. 

O n e pat ient , Ronald , d r o p p e d ou t of school following an acute 
schiozophrenic episode . W h e n h e r e t u r n e d h o m e h e p layed o u t 
the role of the "mons ter" . H e dressed in filthy clothing, h a d n o 
friends, slept all day a n d physically t h r e a t e n e d his mo the r . Ron­
ald's m o t h e r h a d had several hospitalizations for pa rano id decom­
pensat ions. His fa ther , by playing t h e ro le of a conscientious a n d 
pat ient m a n w h o "carr ied t h e load of a crazy son a n d a crazy wife", 
was able to deny his own pa thology (the therapis t t h o u g h t h e was 
the most d i s tu rbed family m e m b e r ) . Fa ther ' s self-r ighteous a n d 
blaming behavior p rovoked his son into episodes of self-loathing 
which resul ted in Ronald ' s compl ian t a ssumpt ion of his role as the 
"monster" . Ronald 's mo the r ' s envy of his p rogress in the rapy and 
he r worry abou t the compe tence of h e r own therapis t led he r also 
to need le h e r son in to a n g r y ou tburs t s . T h r o u g h his rages a n d 
o the r symptoms Ronald sacrificially he lped to "divert the mothe r ' s 
rage , guilt a n d competi t ive anxie ty" a n d to main ta in " the family 
p ic ture of the fa ther as a ben ign au thor i ty . . ." (pp . 5 6 1 - 5 6 3 ) . 

A n o t h e r pat ient , Mary, in o r d e r to pro tec t h e r m o t h e r f rom 
mother ' s exper ience of p r o f o u n d depress ion , which had resul ted 
in o n e hosp i ta l iza t ion , b e c a m e a cause for m o t h e r ' s w o r r y a n d 
ange r by vir tue of h e r p romiscuous sexual behavior a n d p o o r per­
formance at school. Mary's pa ren t s hesi ta ted to go away on vaca­
tion because they would worry abou t wha t Mary would d o in their 
absence. " In this way, by wor ry ing over h e r d a u g h t e r a n d not go ing 
away, [her m o t h e r ] could disguise f rom hersel f the fact that she 
a n d h e r h u s b a n d a re no t h a p p y with each o the r , tha t they would 
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probably have little to say to each o t h e r . . ." Mary expressed anx­
iety about leaving h o m e to go to boa rd ing school. Fe iner and Lev-
enson see this as an express ion of Mary's worry about h e r mo the r . 
"Without Mary be ing p resen t to bolster the mother ' s defenses, it 
seemed to the therapis t tha t the m o t h e r would very likely have 
ano the r psychotic episode . T h e d e g r e e of compass ion a n d g e n u i n e 
concern unde r ly ing ostensibly act ing-out behavior can too often 
be unde re s t ima ted" (pp . 564—565). 

Hans Loewald 

In The Waning of the Oedipus Complex (1979) Loewald has p r o ­
posed a b r o a d e n e d u n d e r s t a n d i n g of oedipal guilt which h e hopes 
will counterac t the " con tempora ry decl ine of psychoanalytic in­
terest in the oedipal phase a n d oedipal conflicts and the p r e d o m ­
inance of interest and research in p reoed ipa l deve lopment , in the 
i n f a n t - m o t h e r d y a d a n d issues of s e p a r a t i o n - i n d i v i d u a t i o n a n d 
narcissism . . ." (p. 753). Loewald suggests that we view the oedipal 
cr ime as an inevitable psychological parr ic ide requ i red by the in­
dividuation a n d matura t iona l process. 

In an important sense, by evolving our own autonomy, our own super­
ego, and by engaging in nonincestuous object relations, we are killing our 
parents. We are usurping their power, their competence, their responsi-
bilty for us, and we are abnegating, rejecting them as libidinal objects. In 
short, we destroy them in regard to some of their qualities hitherto most 
vital to us (p. 758). 
It is no exaggeration to say that the assumption of responsibility for one's 
own Hfe and its conduct is in psychic reality tantamount to the murder of 
the parents, to the crime of parricide, and involves dealing with the guilt 
incurred thereby. Not only parental authority is destroyed . . . but the 
parents, if the process were thoroughly carried out, are being destroyed 
as libidinal objects as well . . . (p. 757). 

Loewald's r e in te rp re ta t ion of oedipal guilt is very close to Mo­
dell's concepts of survivor a n d separa t ion guilt. He presents a case 
of a brilliant y o u n g s tuden t w h o was having t rouble finishing his 
thesis. T h e pat ient was work ing in the same field as his father , who 
had died a year earl ier . In the (father) t ransference the pat ient 
pulled for e n c o u r a g e m e n t a n d s u p p o r t f rom Loewald, a l though 
he kept coaching Loewald not to offer i napp rop r i a t e encourage­
m e n t by r e m i n d i n g h im repea ted ly tha t t h e thesis was entirely the 
padent ' s responsibility. T h e p a d e n t was thus offer ing to res tore 
his father in the t ransference , h o p i n g that his offer would not be 
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needed or accepted. T h e pa t ien t expe r i enced comple t ing his thesis 
and con t inu ing o n to a ca ree r m o r e successful t h a n that of his 
father as parr ic ide . Hosti le wishes toward his father , while un­
doubtedly present , were no t the p r imary cause of the pat ient 's 
guilt. T h e point is tha t t h e pa t ien t expe r i enced his n o r m a l devel­
opmen ta l goals as hostile, a n d d a m a g i n g to his fa ther . 

Loewald's cont r ibut ion r e n d e r s a n invaluable service by calling 
at tent ion to the guilt a t t e n d a n t u p o n the process of individuat ion. 
Ot to Rank , m a n y years ear l ier , m a d e a similar con t r ibu t ion (Men-
aker, 1982). However , by shift ing the m e a n i n g of oedipal guilt 
Loewald gives the impress ion that classical theory is still intact. H e 
is also unclear abou t the dist inct ion I a m m a k i n g in this pape r , a 
distinction which bo th Klein a n d Model l in the i r own ways also 
believe to be impor t an t . Classical theory can, with m i n o r changes , 
accommodate guilt over ind iv idua t ion a n d separa t ion if this guilt 
is conceptual ized as an in ternal ized fear of p u n i s h m e n t for the 
individuat ion a n d separa t ion , for example , a b a n d o n m e n t by the 
p a r e n t f rom w h o m o n e is separa t ing . I believe tha t this was Rank ' s 
view. More recently it is t he view p roposed by Masterson (1976). 
Loewald does no t clearly take this posit ion, n o r does he a d o p t the 
position I a m p r o p o s i n g of viewing separa t ion guilt as distress over 
hu r t i ng the p a r e n t f rom w h o m o n e is separa t ing i n d e p e n d e n t of 
any fears of retal iat ion. 

Joseph Weiss and Harold Sampson 

Weiss and Sampson have emphas ized the way in which a child 
will distort o r r e n o u n c e his n o r m a l deve lopmenta l goals in o r d e r 
to mainta in his ties to his pa ren t s . T h e child exper iences guilt 
whenever he believes tha t his motives, traits, o r behavior th rea ten 
these ties. A child's ties to his pa ren t s can be t h r e a t e n e d e i ther 
because he is in d a n g e r of be ing h a r m e d by t h e m or they by h im: 

The child's motive for developing a sense of guilt, as Freud discussed it, 
stems from his dependency on his parents. The child needs his parents to 
protect him from a variety of dangers, including the danger of their pun­
ishing him. He therefore dares not risk the loss of their love. In order to 
retain it, he develops a povirerful wish to obey his parents, be loyal to them, 
and to be like them . . . Freud . . . assumed that guilt arises from a partic­
ular kind of disruption in the child's relationships to his parents; that is, 
a disruption which arises from behavior which the child experiences as 
provoking punishment or rejection. Perhaps just as imp)ortant, however, 
in the production of guilt is the disruption which arises from behavior 
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which the child experiences as worrying, saddening, hindering, draining, 
or humiliating a parent, or expressing disloyalty to the parent (Weiss, 1985, 
p. 78). 

Dysfunctional object ties a re main ta ined no t so m u c h because 
they are a source of comfor t and gradficat ion, bu t because their 
re l inquishment is believed to be ha rmfu l to the object: 

A crucial factor in a patient's continuing attachment to infantile objects 
and to infantile gratifications is unconscious guilt about wanting to turn 
away from early objects, to exercise self-control, and to run his own life. 
Thus therapy is not a process in which a patient gradually and reluctantly 
renounces infantile satisfactions. Rather, in the course of therapy a patient 
gradually comes to feel reassured that he may relinquish infantile object 
ties and pleasures without harming the analyst and without becoming over­
whelmed by guilt toward earlier objects (Sampson, 1976, p. 261). 

Weiss's clinical e x a m p l e s s tress t h e way in which a chi ld will 
comply or identify with a p a r e n t to avoid h a r m i n g the p a r e n t o r 
to make repa ra t ion for h a r m the child believes he has d o n e : 

A patient who suffers from separation guilt may attempt to overcome the 
guilt by inflicting certain kinds of punishment on himself He may, in 
particular, punish himself by intensifying in a self-tormenting way his ties 
to the parent whom he believes he has hurt by his independence. He may, 
by identifying with the parent toward whom he feels separation guilt, 
acquire certain of that parent's most self-destructive behaviors or traits. 
He may, for example, ruin his marriage by raging at his wife as his father 
ruined his marriage by raging at his wife . . . He may . . . develop excessive 
timidity or alcoholism or overeating or impulsiveness, etc. Or . . . to reduce 
his separation guilt [a person] may punish himself, not by identifying with 
the parent from whom he separated, but by complying in a self-tormenting 
way with the parent. That is, he may adopt some foolish or maladaptive 
behavior such as he unconsciously believes a parent wanted him to adopt. 
He may, if he infers that his mother wanted him to remain dependent on 
her, become sick and hence dependent on her. Or, he may develop some 
crippling symptom which prevents him from becoming independent 
(1985, pp. 84-85) . 

IV. Preliminary Suggestions Toward A Reconceptualization 
of Guilt 

T h e following discussion is i n t ended as a cont r ibut ion to an en­
la rgement of Hoffman 's altruistic-adaptive reconceptual izat ion of 
guilt into a clinical theory . T o recapi tula te Hoffman 's theory very 
briefly, t he re is a biologically based i n d e p e n d e n t altruistic motive 
system in h u m a n s med ia ted by empa thy . Th i s motive system has 
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two dist inguishable c o m p o n e n t s . T h e first is empa th ic (and sym­
pa the t i c ) d i s t r e s s w h i c h m o t i v a t e s t h e e m p a t h i c a l l y d i s t r e s s e d 
person to he lp the truly distressed pe r son . T h e second is guilt, 
which is empa th ic distress accompan ied by the belief tha t one has 
c a u s e d t h e o t h e r ' s d i s t r e s s . Gu i l t m o t i v a t e s a p e r s o n to avo id 
h a r m i n g o the r s a n d to m a k e r epa ra t i on if he does . 

I p r o p o s e to def ine guilt as the appraisal,^ conscious or unconscious, 
of one's plans, thoughts, actions, etc. as damaging, through commüsion or 
omission, to someone for whom onefeek responsible. Feeling responsible 
for someone includes b o t h t h e abihty to r e s p o n d empathical ly t o 
his needs o r distress a n d an empathical ly based motivat ion to he lp . 
T h e d e g r e e both of empa th i c r e sponse a n d of the accompany ing 
motivat ion to h e l p will d e p e n d o n m a n y factors. O n e i m p o r t a n t 
factor is the re la t ionship o n e has to the pe r son for whom o n e feels 
responsible. Relat ionships which a re actual o r symbolic instances 
of nuc lear familial re la t ionships , for example , will general ly carry 
a h igh d e g r e e of feeling of responsibility. 

I a m calling guilt an appraisal in pa r t to emphas ize tha t it is a 
person 's belief t ha t h e has h a r m e d o r may h a r m someone which 
contr ibutes to his guilt. Th i s belief may no t be accurate . I n fact, it 
is a person 's inaccura te a n d i r rat ional beliefs abou t the ha rmfu l 
c o n s e q u e n c e s of his p l a n s , t h o u g h t s , a n d ac t ions wh ich a r e of 
greatest impor t ance to a clinical theory of guilt. 

T h e appraisa l tha t I a m calling guilt has (following Hoffman) 
th ree c o m p o n e n t s : an affective, a cognit ive, a n d a motivat ional . 
T h e affective c o m p o n e n t of guilt is a combina t ion of empa th ic 
distress, t he con ten t of which will vary across si tuations, plus a 
c o m m o n feeUng, difficult to c a p t u r e in words , bu t p e r h a p s best 
decr ibed by Melanie Klein's t e rm , depress ive anxiety. T h e cogni­
tive content of guilt is the belief that one ' s plans, t hough t s , o r 
actions a re d a m a g i n g to a p e r s o n for w h o m o n e feels responsible . 
T h e motivational c o m p o n e n t consists of a p lan e i ther to avoid an 
in tended action, to m a k e r epa ra t ion , o r to de fend against the guilt. 

T h r o u g h o u t the following discussion I shall focus on the child's 
concern for, e m p a t h y for, a n d loyalty to his pa ren t s , a n d the child's 
guilt over h a r m i n g his pa ren t s . A l t h o u g h the most significant in­
stance of altruistic motivat ion f rom an adapt ive point of view is 
probably a mother ' s concern for a n d care of h e r child, f rom the 

3 For a theory of emotions as appraisals see Bowlby (1982), Chapter 7. 
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point of view of psychopathology the most impor t an t express ion 
of altruistic motivat ion is probably the child's concern for and loy­
alty to his m o t h e r (and father) . 

A child's concern for a n d loyalty to his pa ren t s is a p roduc t of 
m a n y factors. Clearly, t he child's idenuf icadon with his pa ren t s ' 
concern for h im is o n e i m p o r t a n t factor. A n o t h e r is the reinforce­
m e n t the child receives for his devot ion to his pa ren t s a n d the fear 
h e may have of losing the i r love if h e is no t devoted . Wha t I a m 
emphasiz ing in this pape r , however , is t he child's altruistic concern 
for his paren ts . In addi t ion to, a n d bui ld ing u p o n the empathical ly 
based altruistic motivat ion descr ibed by Hof fman the re may be 
ano the r biologically based source of a child's devot ion to his par ­
ents . It is to the child's advan tage to be loyal a n d devoted to his 
parents . Th i s loyally a n d devot ion he lp to insure tha t h e will re­
ceive the care and s u p p o r t h e needs to survive. Pa ren t ing is h a r d 
work. T h e love and devot ion of one 's ch i ldren go a long way to­
ward l ightening the task. It would m a k e sense from an adapt ive 
point of view if ch i ldren were p red i sposed to a d o r e the i r pa ren ts , 
and to be devoted a n d loyal to t h e m . T h e fact that this would 
usually be to the child's advan tage does not m e a n that the child 
would the re fo re be egoistically motivated. Loyalty that is based o n 
rewards and fears of p u n i s h m e n t for disloyalty is egoistically mo-
dvated. T h e loyalty that I a m t rying to describe in this p a p e r is 
altruistic loyalty because the child exper iences this loyalty and the 
accompanying concern , e m p a t h y , guilt, etc. as a bo t tom level mo­
tivation. His deepes t exper ience a n d most p r o f o u n d conscious a n d 
unconscious in tent ions inc lude his e m p a t h y for his pa ren t s , his 
devot ion to t hem, his wish to he lp t hem, a n d his guilt if h e believes 
that he has h a r m e d or failed to he lp them. T o a d e g r e e not gen­
erally recognized, psychopathologies a re pathologies of loyalty. 

T h e p o i n t o f view o f th i s p a p e r is t h a t p s y c h o p a t h o l o g y is, 
broadly speaking, the result of the renunc ia t ion of n o r m a l devel­
opmenta l goals d u e to considera t ions of d a n g e r . T h e p roposed 
reconceptual izat ion of guilt creates two b road , i n d e p e n d e n t cate­
gories of d a n g e r which motivate a child to r e n o u n c e his no rma l 
developmenta l goals: d a n g e r to himself, and d a n g e r to his signif­
icant o thers . T h e renunc ia t ion of n o r m a l deve lopmenta l goals be­
cause their pursu i t is believed to const i tute a d a n g e r to one 's self 
is comparat ively well u n d e r s t o o d . Such d a n g e r includes rejection, 
a b a n d o n m e n t , humi l i a t i on , s h a m e , physical a t tack, etc. , all of 
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which I a m inc luding in t h e category "loss of love a n d protec t ion 
from a variety of dange r s . " W h e n in te rnahzed , the fear of these 
dangers is what I a m calling super -ego anxiety. A l though it most 
often combines with super -ego anxiety in d e t e r m i n i n g a person 's 
motives, guilt consti tutes an i n d e p e n d e n t motive system. 

If a child believes that the pursu i t of a n o r m a l deve lopmenta l 
goal, for example , a u t o n o m o u s a n d indiv iduated funct ioning, will 
h a r m a pa ren t , h e will t end to r e n o u n c e this goal to avoid guilt, 
o r he will exper ience guilt if he does no t r e n o u n c e the goal. T h e 
child will be motivated to r e n o u n c e his goal whe the r o r not he 
believes, in addi t ion , that the d a m a g e d p a r e n t will retaliate by re ­
ject ing, humil ia t ing, a t tacking h im, etc. , o r tha t by vir tue of being 
d a m a g e d the p a r e n t will n o longer be able to function as an ade­
qua te pa ren t , i.e. tha t h e will lose a n e e d e d re la t ionship. 

T h e chi ld ' s r e n u n c i a t i o n of his n o r m a l d e v e l o p m e n t a l goals 
often assumes the form of identification with dysfunctional pa­
renta l values. Ch i ld ren a d o p t pa ren ta l values and s u p p o r t pa ren ta l 
self-images not only because they a re d e p e n d e n t o n their pa ren t s 
but also to protec t what they unconsciously perceive as the i r par ­
ents ' vulnerability: 

One of the principal ways in which children attempt to protect. . . their 
parents is by preserving their parents' narcissisiically invested illusions 
about themselves. When parents are in fact defective, sadistic, corrupt, 
rejecting, or neglectful, but desparately need to see themselves as strong, 
superior, loving and virtuous, children will feel an intense obligation to 
deny their realistically critical perceptions of their parents. These denials 
and idealizations are maintained at a great cost to the child in the sense 
that the child must repress his real anger and distress about being mis­
treated, must sacrifice some portion of his reality testing in an attempt to 
convince himself that what he sees is not true, and must forgo real op­
portunities for healthier relationships with other adults in order to per­
petuate his parents' sacred fictions about themselves (Bush, 1985). 

Survivor Guilt 

O n e impor t an t advan tage of the p roposed reconceptual izat ion 
is that survivor guilt, which in my op in ion plays a significant role 
in so m a n y forms of self-destructive behavior , n o longer suffers 
the theoretical fate of be ing a neological s u p p l e m e n t to oedipal 
guilt o r a pr imal fantasy regu la ted by the super -ego , bu t an im­
por tant , expected e x a m p l e of guilt which can arise in a variety of 
way at a variety of t imes in the life cycle. Survivor guilt is t he guilt 
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that arises when o n e believes that one could have he lped bu t failed 
to he lp a loved one . It is a guilt of omission. I t is t he guilt of people 
who believe they have be t te r lives t han those of their pa ren t s o r 
siblings. T h e g rea t e r the discrepancy be tween one 's own fate a n d 
the fate of the loved p e r s o n o n e failed to he lp , the g rea t e r t h e 
empath ic distress a n d the m o r e po ignan t one ' s guilt. Searles (1966) 
has even suggested tha t many of us may have chosen the profession 
of psychotherapy o n the basis of unconscious guilt over having 
failed to c u r e o u r pa ren t s . W h e n o n e considers the d e g r e e to which 
survivor guilt is a mot ivat ing force in so m a n y lives a n d the central 
place it holds in o u r l i te ra ture from Pericles, Prince of Tyre to The 
Glass Menagerie, while be ing reladvely ignored by o u r theories , o n e 
can begin to apprec ia t e t h e ex ten t to which F reud ' s conceptualiza­
tion has in f luenced o u r th inking . 

Experiences Leading to Super-ego Anxiety Versus Experiences Leading 
to Guilt 

If one separates guilt f rom what I a m calling super -ego anxiety 
F r e u d ' s p r o b l e m of t h e d i s c r e p a n c y b e t w e e n t h e sever i ty of a 
chi ld 's t r e a t m e n t a n d t h e severi ty of his gui l t d i s a p p e a r s . O n e 
would expect a direct re la t ionship be tween the severity of a child's 
t r ea tmen t in the form of humil ia t ion, rejection, physical attack, 
etc., and the severity of his super -ego anxiety. However , o n e would 
not expect a direct re la t ionship be tween the severity of a child's 
t r ea tmen t so conceived a n d his guilt. Guilt is the appraisa l of one 's 
actions as ha rmfu l to a significant o the r a n d can arise in the ab­
sence of paren ta l severity. T h e following example illustrates the 
way in which a child can c o m e to feel very guilty in the relative 
absence o f pa ren ta l severity o r th rea t s of loss o f love: 

Miss L., the only child of an elderly retired couple, decided at age 30 to 
move out of her parents' home. She viras the center of their lives. Her 
mother still made Miss L.'s clothes and her father kept her car in perfect 
condition. They both waited up for her when she (infrequently) went out 
at night and they traveled far across the city to take out books from the 
library where she worked (to increase the library use and support their 
daughter's profession). Miss L.'s parents recognized the importance of 
their daughter's independence and encouraged her to move out. Her fa­
ther helped her to look for an apartment; her mother bought new fur­
niture for her. Both parents were, however, depressed about Miss L.'s 
imminent departure and she knew it. She overheard her mother crying 
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once in the middle of the night. She intercepted some information her 
father had solicited about old folks' homes. 

Miss L. lived with her parents for thirty years primarily because she 
believed that moving out and having an independent life would hurt them. 
She had curtailed her social experiences and had failed to develop a rea­
sonable degree of independence and competence in many areas of living 
largely out of compliance with what she believed to be her parents' need 
to be a part of her life and to take care of her. Miss L.'s parents controlled 
her behavior not primarily by punishment or threats of loss of love, but 
by demonstrating how certain of her actions hurt them. Miss L. remem­
bered that when she was ten she had wanted to discontinue her violin 
lessons and join the school hockey team. Her mother tearfully told her 
that she might do as she wished. It was her mother's tears, and not her 
mother's however subtle threat of withdrawal or loss of love, which pri­
marily prevented Miss L. from discontinuing her violin lessons. Although 
the kind of love which Miss L.'s parents provided was not exactly the love 
a child needs to thrive, nevertheless Miss L. did not feel in any significant 
danger of losing this love even as she began increasingly, while in therapy, 
not to comply with what she believed to be her parents' wishes and con-
sequendy to "hurt" them. 

Blame and Punishment 

Blame is the a t t r ibut ion of causal responsibility for the distress 
of o thers . I t is a centra l expe r i ence lead ing to guilt. T h e impor ­
tance of be ing b lamed as a major factor in the deve lopmen t of 
guilt and of psychopathology, while general ly u n d e r s t o o d , has no t 
found its p r o p e r place in psychoanalytic theory . Ch i ld ren a re often 
held responsible for pa ren t a l p rob lems , misfor tunes , a n d moods . 
T h e readiness with which they accept responsibility for their par­
ents ' p rob lems has several sources . Ch i ld ren rely o n the i r pa ren t s 
to teach t h e m about the world. T h e y a re p red i sposed to believe 
what the i r p a r e n t s tell t h e m . T h e y also t e n d to b e egocent r ic a n d 
to think omnipoten t ly . If a p a r e n t reinforces a child's na tura l om­
nipotence by telling the child tha t he is capable of d e t e r m i n i n g the 
parent ' s fate the child will t end to believe this. T h e exper ience of 
b lame also reinforces t h e child's altruistic t endency to be responsive 
to and take responsibility for his pa ren t ' s distress. 

Repea ted exper ience of b l ame in ch i ldhood can resul t in a p r o ­
found conviction of one ' s culpability a n d unwor th iness a n d leave 
one extremely vulnerable to b lame in later life. Qui te d ispara te 
forms of adul t psychopathology, f rom severe depressive reactions 
to uncont ro l led rage , can be precip i ta tedby b lame a n d can r e p r e -
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sent both a compl iance with the b lame a n d a defense against the 
accompanying guilt. 

A child can be b lamed by a p a r e n t with little th rea t o f loss of 
love. More frequently, however , b lame is accompanied by threa ts 
of loss of love o r o t h e r t r a u m a . P u n i s h m e n t is the infliction of 
t r a u m a a c c o m p a n i e d by b l a m e . I t p r o d u c e s a c o m b i n a t i o n of 
super-ego anxiety and guilt. Exper iences of p u n i s h m e n t a re pow­
erful because they no t only s h a p e a child's behavior a n d th ink ing 
by making him anxious a n d guilty, bu t they also suggest to the 
child ways in which h e can m a k e r epa ra t ion to the b laming pa ren t , 
i.e., by pun i sh ing himself in the way in which h e was pun i shed by 
the pa ren t . 

Guilt as a Defense 

Most paren t s would no t t r aumat ize a child wi thout some belief 
that the child was be ing appropr ia te ly t raumat ized , i.e., pun i shed 
for someth ing d a m a g i n g tha t h e had d o n e or pun i shed for his own 
g o o d (Mil ler , 1983) . H o w e v e r , e v e n if a ch i ld is t r a u m a t i z e d 
w i t h o u t b e i n g b l a m e d , for e x a m p l e , by a p sycho t i c a n d c r u e l 
parent , o r by an accident of fate, he will t end to take responsibility 
for this t r a u m a a n d b lame himself, thereby a d d i n g guilt to his 
anxiety. Th i s is a consequence no t only of the child's egocentr ic 
and o m n i p o t e n t t h o u g h t processes, bu t also of the anxiety a t ten­
d a n t u p o n the child's pe rcep t ion of his pa ren t s o r the world as 
arbitrarily t raumat ic . Guilt becomes in these instances a defense 
against anxiety. " I t is be t te r to be a s inner in a world ru l ed by G o d 
than to live in a world ru l ed by the Devil" (Fairbairn, 1943). 

T h e tendency of pa ren t s to rat ionalize their infliction of t r a u m a 
on their ch i ldren by b laming t h e m , a n d the t endency of chi ldren 
to blame themselves for their exper ience of t r a u m a at the h a n d s 
of the i r pa ren t s o r o f t h e world , i.e., t h e t endency of bo th pa ren t s 
a n d chi ldren to view t r a u m a as p u n i s h m e n t , is pa rdy responsible 
for the confusion be tween super -ego anxiety a n d guilt. In o t h e r 
words, because some m e a s u r e of guilt accompanies most exper i ­
ences of super -ego anxiety, it becomes m o r e difficult to see tha t 
they a r e different exper iences with different causes. 

Self-punuhment 

A child may behave self-destructively in compl iance with what 
he believes to be an abusive paren t ' s wishes. H e treats himself as 
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he was t rea ted by the abusive p a r e n t in o r d e r to re ta in his d e p e n ­
den t connect ion with t h e pa ren t . Ber l iner (1947) has d o c u m e n t e d 
this k ind of self-destructive behavior , which is mot ivated by anx­
iety. Self-destructive behavior is m o r e often mot ivated by guilt a n d 
is p roper ly t e r m e d se l f -punishment . A variety of dif ferent phe­
n o m e n a a re r e f e r r ed to as se l f -punishment . 

T h e empa th i c distress a n d the depress ive anxiety accompanying 
guilt can themselves be very painful , a n d these a re somet imes re ­
fer red to as se l f -punishment . T h e ant ic ipat ion of these painful 
feelings motivates a pe r son to r e n o u n c e plans which h e believes 
will lead to actions ha rmfu l to significant o thers . 

Se l f -punishment is often used to refer to a n i r ra t ional a t t e m p t 
to make rest i tut ion for t h e h a r m o n e believes o n e has d o n e , by 
complying with what o n e believes a re the h a r m e d person 's wishes. 
T h e forms t aken by this k ind of se l f -punishment a r e d e t e r m i n e d 
by one's early exper iences in t h e family, especially of p u n i s h m e n t , 
and the beliefs o n e comes to hold abou t how to m a k e r epa ra t ion 
to o t h e r family m e m b e r s . T h e law of t h e talion is only o n e of a 
variety of models (Weiss, 1985). 

Se l f -punishment can be a defense against the empa th i c c o m p o ­
n e n t of guilt. By sha r ing t h e fate of t h e p e r s o n o n e believes one 
has h a r m e d o r failed to he lp o n e d iminishes one 's empa th ic distress 
(which is a function of the d iscrepancy be tween one 's own state 
and tha t of a n o t h e r ) a n d the reby diminishes one 's guilt. Most im­
portant ly, p e r h a p s , se l f -punishment is a defense against the cog­
nitive c o m p o n e n t of guilt. By infl ict ing suffer ing o n one 's self, o n e 
can m o r e easily deny tha t o n e has caused a n o t h e r to suffer. By a 
process of magical th ink ing o n e becomes the victim a n d the re fo re 
not the of fender . 

Aggressive-Destructive Wishes 

T h e child's hostile wishes toward his pa ren t s a re an integral pa r t 
of F reud ' s concep t of guilt. I t was by t h e child's project ion of these 
hostile wishes o n t o his pa ren t s a n d his subsequen t internal izat ion 
of imagined threa ts of retal iat ion tha t F r e u d largely expla ined the 
discrepancy be tween t h e t r u e severity of a child 's pa ren t s a n d the 
child's guilt. Aggressive-destruct ive wishes also fo rm a n integral 
par t of Melanie Klein's concep t of guilt. A l t h o u g h for Klein the 
child's mot ivat ion for m a k i n g r e p a r a t i o n was a n express ion of t h e 
child's love r a t h e r t han his fear, as it was for F r e u d , nevertheless 
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she believed tha t the child's guilt a n d repara t ive efforts resul ted 
from his (very) destruct ive wishes toward his pa ren t s . 

According to the p roposed reconceptuahza t ion of guilt, a child's 
aggressive, destruct ive, o r hostile wishes toward his pa ren t s a re no t 
a necessary condi t ion for the deve lopmen t of his guilt, a l t hough 
they will certainly t end to cont r ibu te to it. W h a t creates guilt is t he 
child's appraisal of his in tent ions as destruct ive. A child may come 
to believe that his n o r m a l deve lopmenta l a n d reasonable life goals 
a re ha rmfu l to his pa ren t s . H e will t h e n feel guilty about having 
these goals. Miss L., p r io r to the rapy , had r e n o u n c e d h e r desire 
to move ou t of h e r pa ren t s ' h o m e and lead an i n d e p e n d e n t life 
because she believed it would h u r t h e r pa ren t s . Modell 's pa t ient 
r e n o u n c e d h e r r ight to a h a p p y mar r i age a n d a product ive life 
because she believed that these advantages had been obta ined by 
depr iv ing h e r m o t h e r a n d siblings of the i r share of good fo r tune . 
T h e s e people , as a result of exper iences in the family, came to 
appra ise their n o r m a l life goals as destruct ive to the people they 
loved a n d r e n o u n c e d t h e m ou t of guilt. 

Varieties of Guilt 

It is probably a p p a r e n t f rom the above discussion that a child 
(or adult) can come to feel guilty abou t virtually any of his inten­
tions. Oedipa l guilt holds a u n i q u e position in classical theory as 
being the occasion for the format ion of psychic s t ruc ture . Theor i e s 
which have emphas ized different varieties of guilt have t ended to 
call t hem pre-oedipal o r pre-s t ruc tura l , thereby d iminish ing their 
impor tance a n d preserv ing classical theory . Th i s is an example of 
what Mitchell (1984) has called t h e "deve lopmenta l tilt". Accord ing 
to the p roposed reconceptual izat ion of guilt, oedipal guilt would 
no longer re ta in its un ique position, bu t would become one very 
impor tan t variety of guilt. It is i m p o r t a n t to note , also, tha t the 
mean ing of oedipal guilt changes somewhat u n d e r the p roposed 
reconceptuahzat ion. Oed ipa l guilt becomes , roughly , a boy's ap­
praisal of his wish to take his father 's place with his m o t h e r as 
damag ing to his fa ther . T h e d e g r e e of a boy's oedipal guilt would 
d e p e n d in pa r t on how th r ea t ened he believed that his fa ther was 
by compet i t ion. Some fathers migh t even enjoy the i r son's com­
petit ion for their wives' affections. In a sense, the weaker the fa­
ther , no t the s t ronger a n d m o r e terr ible , t he g rea te r the oedipa l 
guilt ( Jo seph Weiss, persona l communica t ion) . A boy's percep t ion 
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of his oedipal fa ther as powerful a n d in t imida t ing may be a way 
of res tor ing a fa ther w h o m the boy unconsciously perceives as weak 
a n d t h r ea t ened by the boy's compet i t ion (Bush, 1984, p . 2). 

Insofar as t he r e is an epigenet ic unfo ld ing of deve lopmenta l 
issues in a child's g rowth it may b e possible to roughly classify the 
varieties of guilt into deve lopmenta l categories. For example , an 
infant o r child may c o m e to expe r i ence his n o r m a l n e e d for n u r -
tu rance a n d his n o r m a l n e e d to m a k e contact with his m o t h e r as 
upse t t ing to her . T h e guilt over these needs o r in tent ions is in 
some sense ea r l i e r t h a n t h e gui l t a chi ld m i g h t e x p e r i e n c e for 
w a n t i n g to s e p a r a t e f r o m his m o t h e r . Similar ly , t h e gui l t ove r 
want ing to sepa ra te f rom m o t h e r may be in some sense ear l ier 
t han the guilt over c o m p e t i n g with fa ther for mothe r ' s affections. 
It is impor t an t to u n d e r s t a n d , however , tha t these a r e all life-long 
issues a n d tha t difficulties with guilt of o n e deve lopmenta l category 
does no t necessarily imply g rea t difficulty with guilt of "subse­
quen t " deve lopmenta l categories , n o r is t he r e any s imple correla­
tion be tween the variety of guilt f rom which a pe r son suffers a n d 
the d e g r e e of his psychopathology or his prognosis . 

V. A Clinical Illustration: The Repression and The Return of 
Sad Objects 

T o illustrate the way in which altruistic motivat ion a n d guilt can 
function in the ma in t enance of pathological object ties I shall, in 
this last section, suggest a possible in te rp re ta t ion of t h e case of 
H a r r y G u n t r i p (1975) w h o has generous ly left us a pos thumous ly 
publ ished account of aspects of his analyses with Fai rbai rn a n d 
Winnicott . G u n t r i p sough t t r e a t m e n t part ly because of r e c u r r e n t 
episodes of exhaus t ion a n d depress ion which p u n c t u a t e d a very 
product ive a n d almost compulsively active life. H e believed tha t 
the m e a n i n g of his symptoms lay in his early re la t ionship with his 
m o t h e r a n d in the d e a t h of an infant b r o t h e r w h e n G u n t r i p was 
t h r ee a n d a half years, for all of which h e h a d a comple te amnesia . 

Gunt r ip ' s m o t h e r h a d h a d a difficult ch i ldhood : "My m o t h e r 
was an o v e r - b u r d e n e d 'little m o t h e r ' before she mar r i ed , the eldest 
d a u g h t e r of 11 chi ldren a n d saw four siblings die . H e r m o t h e r was 
a fea ther-bra ined beauty q u e e n , who left my m o t h e r to m a n a g e 
everything even as a schoolgirl . She r a n away f rom h o m e at the 
age of twelve because she was so u n h a p p y , bu t was b r o u g h t back" 
(p. 149). Gunt r ip ' s m o t h e r d id no t want ch i ldren . She told H a r r y 
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that she only breastfed h im because she believed it would p reven t 
ano the r p regnancy . She exper i enced H a r r y as a b u r d e n . W h e n 
she had h e r second child she refused to n u r s e h im a n d probably 
did not care well for h im, a n d h e died. H a r r y was told that at age 
th ree and a half h e walked in to a r o o m w h e r e his y o u n g e r b ro the r 
was lying d e a d o n his psychotically depressed mothe r ' s l ap , a n d 
became frantic. Shortly thereaf te r h e became physically jll with a 
series of psychosomatic p rob lems a n d was sent away to live with 
an aunt , where h e recovered . G u n t r i p had n o m e m o r y of these 
events, which were told h im by his mo the r . Wha t he did r e m e m b e r 
were the following several years, af ter h e r e t u r n e d h o m e from his 
a u n t ' s , wh ich w e r e c h a r a c t e r i z e d by a p r o l o n g e d a n d pa in fu l 
struggle with his mo the r . G u n t r i p says tha t h e t r ied to coerce his 
mo the r into m o t h e r i n g h im by a series of psychosomatic illnesses. 
He also defied her . She r e s p o n d e d with violent rages a n d beatings. 
Th i s lasted unti l h e was seven. His m o t h e r at tha t point became 
successful in business and was consequent ly less depressed and 
m o r e suppor t ive of h e r son, who h a d meanwhi le become less d e ­
p e n d e n t on h e r a n d involved in a life of his own away from h o me . 

Except for the brief account quo t ed above, Gunt r ip ' s descript ion 
of his m o t h e r is o n e of a violent, reject ing woman . H e r e m e m b e r s 
he r rages a n d physical attacks. H e describes he r as "my domina t ing 
bad mothe r , " "my aggressive mo the r " , a n d "my severe domina t ing 
mother" . She "squashed" h im. She was "a savage w o m a n " who 
a t t acked h im. T h e s e a r e u n d o u b t e d l y a c c u r a t e desc r ip t i ons of 
Guntr ip ' s expe r i ence of his mo the r . No te , however , t he easy access 
he has to this exper ience . His amnesia is for his exper ience of his 
mother ' s sadness and depress ion and for the t r agedy of his b ro th­
er's dea th . 

Consider the possibility tha t G u n t r i p suffered all his life f rom a 
p r o f o u n d u n c o n s c i o u s sense of gui l t o v e r h a v i n g d a m a g e d his 
m o t h e r simply by vir tue of living and that this guilt was fu r ther 
c o m p o u n d e d by his inability to he lp his m o t h e r a n d by having 
survived his b ro the r , who succumbed to the mother ' s neglect. If 
this were t rue , t hen Gunt r ip ' s unresolved t r a u m a , evident in his 
persist ing repress ion a n d symptoms , would no t have been so m u c h 
his exper ience of his mothe r ' s attacks o r even of he r p r ior failure 
to relate to h im, bu t his expe r i ence of h e r sadness , depress ion , 
despai r a n d probably b lame, and the beliefs he unconsciously came 
to hold that he had caused h e r u n h a p p i n e s s by be ing alive, a n d 
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that h e h a d con t r ibu ted to his b ro the r ' s d e a t h by having taken what 
little n u r t u r a n c e his m o t h e r h a d to offer. G u n t r i p repressed the 
m e m o r y of his mothe r ' s a n d b ro the r ' s t ragedies in pa r t because h e 
felt responsible for t hem. H e became in his m e m o r y (which part ly 
ref lected the reality) t h e victim r a t h e r t h a n the of fender . O n e re­
calls Melanie Klein's descr ip ion of a pa t ien t who exper i enced h im­
self as a n object of persecut ion a n d r e m e m b e r e d early (doubtless 
accurate) t r a u m a s as a way of d e f e n d i n g against a n ove rwhe lming 
b u r d e n of guilt a n d despa i r (1975a, p . 37). 

In light of this hypothesis , Gun t r ip ' s efforts to get his m o t h e r to 
m o t h e r h im were mot ivated no t only by his n e e d for h e r actual 
ministrat ions bu t also, a n d p e r h a p s m o r e impor tant ly , by his n e e d 
to disconfirm his belief tha t she d id no t want h im to live. His efforts 
to get his m o t h e r to relate may also have had the unconscious 
p u r p o s e of he lp ing L·r, by a rous ing h e r f rom h e r depress ion a n d 
withdrawal . His per iodic depress ions a n d per iods of exhaus t ion in 
later Ufe may have been a t t empts at r epa ra t i on e i ther in the form 
of a compl iance with his mo the r ' s wish (as h e exper i enced it un­
consciously) that h e die , o r in the form of identifications ou t of 
guilt with his depressed m o t h e r a n d with his d e a d b ro the r . G u n t r i p 
s t ruggled all his life against this compl iance a n d these identifica­
tions. 

Wha t went w r o n g in Gun t r ip ' s analysis with Fairbairn? In an 
early p a p e r Fai rbai rn (1940) h a d emphas ized the impor t ance for 
psychopathology of the child's belief tha t his love for a n d need of 
his mo the r , his des i re to m a k e contact with he r , is d a m a g i n g to 
her . Th i s belief, which he t h e n called t h e schizoid posit ion, comes 
close to the above formula t ion of Gun t r ip ' s difficulties. However , 
in his late p a p e r s Fai rba i rn seems to have lost this i m p o r t a n t in­
sight. A l though his metapsychology, unl ike Freud ' s , is consistent 
with an emphas i s o n altruistic motivat ion, his sensibilities seem to 
have lain in a different di rect ion. 

Central to almost all of his formulations is an emphasis of the child's total 
dependence on significant others. Early disturbances around dependency 
constitute the psychological bedrock for all subsequent emotional events, 
and all relationships are evaluated within the context of their function as 
gratifiers of dependency needs (Greenberg and Mitchell, 1983, p. 179). 

Fairbairn 's concept of the "bad" object is one which frustrates the 
child's need . A l though the sad object is for Fa i rba i rn a bad object. 
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it is bad because it is unavailable for the child's d e p e n d e n c y needs . 
A c c o r d i n g to F a i r b a i r n , t h e chi ld m a i n t a i n s his ties to his sad 
mo the r because h e needs a m o t h e r a n d she is the one he has . I 
be l ieve t h a t in a d d i t i o n t h e ch i ld m a i n t a i n s his t ies to his sad 
m o t h e r because h e wishes to he lp a n d console h e r and feels guilty 
if he cannot . Th i s guilt can motivate an i r rat ional repara t ive self-
punit ive identification with the sad mo the r . 

Gui l t p lays a c e n t r a l r o l e for F a i r b a i r n in t h e f o r m a t i o n of 
psychic s t ruc ture ; however , h e viewed guilt pr imari ly as a defense 
against anxiety: 

The child would rather be bad himself than have bad objects; and ac­
cordingly we have some justification for surmising that one of his motives 
in becoming bad is to make his objects 'good'. In becoming bad he is really 
taking upon himself the burden of badness which appears to reside in his 
objects. By this means he seeks to purge them of their badness; and, in 
proportion as he succeeds in doing so, he is rewarded by that sense of 
security which an environment of good objects so characteristically confers. 
To say that the child takes upon himself the burden of badness which 
appears to reside in his objects is, of course, the same thing as to say that 
he internalizes bad objects. (1943, p. 65). 

T h u s guilt becomes in Fairbairn 's system primari ly a self-protective 
device as it was, in a d i f ferent vein, for F reud . Any a t t empt by 
Gun t r i p to exp lo re his guilt toward his m o t h e r would probably 
have been seen by Fai rbai rn as defensive. In te rp re ta t ions of guilt, 
even as a defense , were to be avoided because they may, by p re ­
maturely removing a paden t ' s defense against his exper ience of 
the bad object, necessitate fu r the r compensa to ry repress ion (Fair­
bairn, 1943, p . 69). In my exper ience in te rpre ta t ions of i rrat ional 
guilt, assuming that they a re p roper ly t imed, often he lp a pat ient 
to rel inquish his pathological identifications a n d compliances with 
paren ts based on i r rat ional repara t ive a n d self-punitive motives, 
and enable h im to lift his repress ion of his exper ience of pa ren ta l 
t r a u m a because his conscious exper ience of this t r a u m a will be less 
a u g m e n t e d by the pa in of feeling responsible for it. 

G u n t r i p describes Fai rbai rn as i n t e rp re t ing oedipal dynamics . 
G r e e n b e r g a n d Mitchell recons t ruc t a m o r e characterist ic account 
of Fairbairn 's possible a p p r o a c h : 

In Fairbairn's system, Guntrip's images and feeling states would be viewed 
. . . as a return to [his mother], a longing for the reestablishment of his 
early connection to her, in her depression and aloofness, her morbidity 
and desolation—an unconscious yet tenacious holding on to her. This 
holding on is reflected in a dream Guntrip recounts, illustrating in the 
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most concrete and literal terms Fairbairn's notion of object tie: Ί was 
working downstairs at my desk and suddenly an invisible band of ecto­
plasm tying me to a dying invalid upstairs, was pulling me steadily out of 
the room. I knew I would be absorbed into her. I fought and suddenly 
the band snapped and I knew I was free' (1983, p. 216). 

Fairbairn would p resumably have seen this d r e a m as ref lect ing 
"devotion, a n d allegiance to the dep re s sed a n d desolate m o t h e r of 
Gunt r ip ' s early years. T h e collapses, so d readfu l to h im r ep re sen t 
a longing for a r e u n i o n with t h e d e a d a n d lifeless core of t h e 
mo the r , with w h o m the d e a d b r o t h e r r emains in envied u n i o n " 
(Greenberg a n d Mitchell, 1983, p . 281). In my view, this d r e a m 
represents the conflict be tween Gun t r ip ' s des i re , o n the one h a n d , 
to a b a n d o n his m o t h e r (not wi thdraw into hopeless , schizoid iso­
la t ion as in G u n t r i p ' s o w n t h e o r y , b u t surv ive , a n d , un l ike his 
mothe r , have a life of creat ive work) versus , on the o t h e r h a n d , 
his identification a n d compl iance with his m o t h e r (his ties to he r ) 
motivated by guilt. G u n t r i p does no t envy his d e a d b ro the r ' s u n i o n 
with the lifeless core of his m o t h e r ; h e feels p ro found ly sorry for 
both of t h e m a n d guilty over not having he lped t h e m a n d even of 
having h a r m e d t h e m by surviving. 

Th i s is a n i m p o r t a n t po in t a n d bears e laborat ion. If one assumes 
that peop le c o m e to expe r i ence themselves t h e way they d o within 
a relational matr ix , t hen the a b a n d o n m e n t of that mat r ix will gen­
erate bo th a feeling of d i sconnectedness a n d a concern for the 
d a m a g e d o n e to the o t h e r (S tephen Mitchell, pe rsona l c o m m u n i ­
cation). T h e fabric of a t t a chmen t is woven bo th of egoistic and of 
altruistic e lements . However , t he relative impor t ance of the egoistic 
and altruistic e lements will vary across si tuations. A y o u n g child 
who a t t empts to resist compl iance with a pa ren t ' s deva lu ing view 
of h im may exper ience this feeling of d isconnectedness as a t e r r o r 
of i so la t ion o r a b a n d o n m e n t ; t h a t is, h e m a y b e m o t i v a t e d to 
comply with his pa ren t ' s deva lua t ion largely for egoistic reasons . 
However , for a g rown m a n w h o has exper i enced success in his 
work a n d in in t imate re la t ionships , fear of d isconnectedness o r 
isolation may be a m i n o r e l emen t in his motivat ion for con t inued 
identifications a n d compliances with early objects. His c o n d n u i n g 
a t t achment to his pa ren t s a n d identification with the i r dysfunc­
tional values a n d life style is likely to be mot ivated m o r e by guilt 
over a b a n d o n i n g them. Avoidance of t h e sense of loneliness which 
a pe r son may exper ience w h e n h e a b a n d o n s the relat ional mat r ix 
of his ch i ldhood should no t necessarily be a s sumed to be his major 
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motivation for r e m a i n i n g within that matr ix . F u r t h e r m o r e , feel­
ings of lonel iness o r isolat ion c a n be u n c o n s c i o u s se l f -puni t ive 
ident i f ica t ions wi th t h e p e o p l e o n e believes o n e is h a r m i n g by 
abandon ing the mat r ix . ("I deserve to feel cut off because I have 
cut off my family.") T h e y may also be a t t empts to deny that one 
is the offender . ("I a m the one who is a lone a n d a b a n d o n e d , not 
the o n e who has a b a n d o n e d others .") 

G u n t r i p emphas ized his t rans fe rence exper ience of Fai rbai rn as 
alternatively his bad m o t h e r o r his good fa ther . M o r e impor t an t , 
in my opinion , was Gunt r ip ' s worry abou t Fairbairn, his t roubled 
percept ion of Fai rbai rn as a wi thdrawn a n d fragile m a n : 

As I was finally leaving Fairbairn after the last session, I suddenly realized 
that in all that long period we had never once shaken hands, and he was 
letting me leave without that friendly gesture. I put out my hand and at 
once he took it, and I suddenly saw a few tears trickle down his face. I 
saw the warm heart of this man with a fine mind and a shy nature" (p. 
149). 

Gunt r i p t r ied to he lp Fairbairn . H e became an enthusiastic p ro ­
ponen t of Fairbairn 's theory . W h e n Fairbai rn became ill G u n t r i p 
decided to t e rmina te his analysis. H e h a d some insights into his 
problems tha t h e could no t sha re with Fairbairn: "I suddenly saw 
the analytical si tuation in an ex t r ao rd ina ry light, a n d wrote h im a 
letter which I still have , bu t d id no t send . I knew it would be a 
bigger strain on h im than h e could s tand in his precar ious hea l th" 
(p. 151). 

Winnicott was of m o r e he lp . Why? Gun t r ip ' s theory, a n d this 
may also have been Winnicott 's theory to some extent , was tha t 
Winn ico t t filled a defici t , b e c a m e G u n t r i p ' s g o o d m o t h e r a n d 
pa r t ly r e p l a c e d o r s u p p l e m e n t e d G u n t r i p ' s i n t e r n a l i z e d b a d 
mother . "All t h r o u g h life we take into ourselves bo th good a n d 
bad figures who e i ther s t r eng then or d is turb us . . ." (p. 156). "Win­
nicott [en tered] in to the empt iness left by my n o n r e l a d n g m o t h e r 
so that I could exper ience the security of be ing myself" (p. 155). 
Winnicott 's early in te rpre ta t ions reflect this theory. T h e y e m p h a ­
size Gunt r ip ' s need for his m o t h e r and the mothe r ' s failure to mee t 
this need . "If I don ' t say someth ing , you may begin to feel I 'm not 
he re . " "You ' re afraid to s top acting, talking or keep ing awake. You 
feel you might die in a g a p like Percy, because if you s top actíng 
m o t h e r can't d o anyth ing . She couldn ' t save Percy or you. You ' re 
b o u n d to fear 1 can' t keep you alive, so you link u p month ly ses-
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sions for tne by y o u r r eco rds . " "You b e g a n to feel afraid I 'd aban­
d o n e d you. You feel silence is a b a n d o n m e n t . T h e g a p is not you 
forget t ing m o t h e r , bu t m o t h e r forget t ing you, a n d now you've 
rel ived it wi th m e " ( p p . 1 5 2 - 1 5 3 ) . T h e s e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s w e r e 
helpful, in my opin ion , in p a r t because they mit igated Gun t r ip ' s 
guilt over having wanted a n d having s t ruggled to obta in the kind 
of care which his m o t h e r h a d led h im to believe she could only 
supply at g rea t cost to herself. By his accurate a n d empath ic rec­
ogni t ion of the depr ivat ions of Gun t r ip ' s early ch i ldhood Winnicot t 
implicitly vaHdated Gun t r ip ' s en t i t l ement to the ma te rna l care of 
which he h a d been depr ived . 

Winnicot t said o t h e r th ings to G u n t r i p which a re men t ioned bu t 
not incorpora ted into Gun t r ip ' s theory of depr iva t ion a n d replace­
ment . H e in t e rp re t ed depress ive posit ion dynamics . Winnicot t be­
lieved that Klein's concept of the depress ive posit ion r a n k e d with 
the oed ipus complex in its i m p o r t a n c e in psychoanalytic theory 
(Winnicott, 1962). H e a g r e e d with Klein's emphas i s o n guilt over 
aggressive a n d destruct ive impulses . H e called this "personal guilt" 
and called the r epa ra t ion s t e m m i n g f rom the ability to tolerate this 
guilt feeling " t rue repara t ion" . Winnicot t was also aware of the 
child's assumpt ion of responsibility for a pa ren t ' s psychopathology, 
especially a m o t h e r ' s depress ion , a n d t h e child 's n e e d to heal the 
p a r e n t before h e can p roceed with his own life (Winnicott , 1948). 
However , h e called the associated guilt "false guilt" a n d the asso­
ciated a t tempts at r epa ra t ion "false r epa ra t i on" (1948). T h e un ­
de r s t and ing of this false guilt a n d false r epa ra t i on were impor tan t , 
but only as a necessary condi t ion for the analysis of t h e pat ient ' s 
t rue guilt a n d u r g e to m a k e r epa ra t i on for his aggressive a n d de-
strucdve impulses . T h e depressed , inconsolable m o t h e r is pa tho­
genic pr imari ly because she does no t afford h e r child a n o p p o r ­
tunity to m a k e successful r epa ra t i on for these impulses . 

Winnicott 's concept of g u i h is very close to Klein's a n d the re fo re 
differs impor tan t ly f rom the reconceptual iza t ion p roposed in this 
paper . Winnicott 's u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the causes a n d m e a n i n g of 
Guntr ip ' s guilt were probably d i f ferent f rom my own. However , 
Winnicott , unl ike Fairbairn , focussed on Gun t r ip ' s guilt. G u n t r i p 
rejected Winnicott 's in te rpre ta t ions of his "pr imit ive sadism . . . 
ruthlessness a n d cruel ty" (Gun t r ip , 1975, p . 153) which were p rob ­
ably Winnicott 's a t t empts to get G u n t r i p to deal with his "persona l" 
guilt. G u n t r i p may have h e a r d these in te rpre ta t ions as b lame a n d 
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assimilated t h e m to his mothe r ' s exper ience of his na tura l exuber ­
ance a n d n o r m a l d e m a n d s as d a m a g i n g to he r . G u n t r i p was very 
appreciat ive, however , of Winnicott 's in te rpre ta t ions of his cease­
less a t tempts to m a k e repa ra t ion . Winnicot t went fu r ther t han this; 
he told G u n t r i p how m u c h G u n t r i p h a d given him: 

You too have a good breast. You've always been able to give more than 
take. I'm good for you but you're good for me. Doing your analysis is 
almost the most reassuring thing that happens to me. The chap before 
you makes me feel I'm no good at all. You don't have to be good for me. 
I don't need it and can cope without it, but in fact you are good for me 
(p. 153). 

Winnico t t also explici t ly a d d r e s s e d G u n t r i p ' s belief, f o r m e d 
t h r o u g h interact ion with his m o t h e r , tha t his no rma l d e m a n d s , his 
need to "use the object" were damag ing : 

You had to know that I could stand your talking hard at me and my not 
being destroyed. I had to stand it while you were in labor being creative, 
not destructive, producing something rich in content. You are talking 
about 'object relating', 'using the object' and finding you don't destroy it. 
(p. 153). 

Winnico t t c h a t t e d wi th G u n t r i p shor t ly b e f o r e h e d i ed . His 
cheerfulness, his s t reng th , a n d his wiUingness to allow G u n t r i p 
both to "use" h im a n d to give h im someth ing impor t an t may have 
he lped G u n t r i p to feel less guilty over having d a m a g e d a n d failed 
to he lp his mo the r . G u n t r i p h a d had difficulty facing the dea th o r 
d e p a r t u r e of people for w h o m h e cared . T h e n ight after he h a d 
safely (wi thout o v e r w h e l m i n g guil t o r de spa i r ) e x p e r i e n c e d his 
grief at Winnicott 's d e a t h G u n t r i p d r e a m e d for the first t ime of 
his depressed , immobil ized mo the r . T h e r e began a series of vivid 
d r e a m s cu lmina t ing in a d r e a m of his exper ience of his b ro the r ' s 
dea th : 

I was standing with another man, the double of myself, both reaching out 
to get hold of a dead object. Suddenly the other man collapsed in a heap. 
Immediately the dream changed to a lighted room, where I saw Percy 
again. I knew it was him, sitting on the lap of a woman who had no face, 
arms or breasts. She was merely a lap to sit on, not a person. He looked 
deeply depressed, with the corners of his mouth turned down, and I was 
trying to make him smile (p. 154). 

Gunt r i p closes his own case history as follows: 

After all the detailed memories, dreams, symptoms of traumatic events, 
people and specified emotional tensions had been worked through, one 
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thing remained: the quality of the over-all atmosphere of the personal 
relations that made up our family life in those first seven years. It lingers 
as a mood of sadness for my mother who was so damaged in childhood 
that she could neither be, nor enable me to be, our 'true selves' (p. 155). 

By overcoming to some ex ten t his i r ra t ional guilt over hav ing d a m ­
aged his m o t h e r a n d b ro the r , no t by his destruct ive a n d aggressive 
impulses, bu t by his des i re to live a n d thr ive, G u n t r i p was be t te r 
able to face their sadness a n d the t r agedy of the i r lives. 

T h e ideas set for th in this p a p e r a re i n t ended as a pre l iminary 
and tentat ive s tep toward a clinical theory of altruistic motivat ion 
a n d guilt. T h e y may also be viewed as a con t r ibu t ion to a biology 
of the re la t ional /s t ructure ( G r e e n b e r g a n d Mitchell, 1983) view­
point in psychoanalysis. I have t r ied to bui ld some br idges be tween 
existing clincial theory , which is h a m p e r e d by one aspect of F reud ' s 
theoretical legacy a n d by a lack of conversance with deve lopments 
in o the r fields, a n d biological theory a n d expe r imen ta l psychology, 
which may not have sufficient access to the kind of da ta available 
to us as clinicians. 
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