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Primary Emotions 
Anger, Fear, Sadness, Happiness, Disgust, and 
Surprise 

�  Core emotions with a biological basis 

�  Shared with higher animals 

�  Serve important survival and reproductive functions 

�  Present in all cultures and have universally 
recognized facial expressions 





Secondary (Social) 
Emotions 

Guilt, Shame, Regret, Embarrassment, 
Pride 
�  Play a central role in regulating our thoughts, feelings, and 

behaviors 

�  Heavily dependent on social interactions and subject to social 
conditioning 

�  Linked to the welfare of  others and the society as a whole 

�  Show cultural differences in experience and expression 

�  Require self-awareness and cognitive development 

�  Emerges later in childhood (age 3) 



GUILT 

A feeling of  responsibility or 
remorse for some offense, 
crime, wrongdoing, etc. 

�  Offense can be a real or 
imagined 

�  Guilt can be healthy or 
unhealthy 



Healthy (Appropriate) Guilt 
�  Perfection does not exist in anyone 

�  Can help us grow and mature 

�  Warning sign with a purpose 

�  Encourages us to change our behavior or lose 
family/friends 

�  Extinguished by making amends 

�  Learning to forgive ourselves our mistakes, allows 
us to forgive others 



The Absence of Guilt 
Psychopathy & 
Antisocial Personality 
Disorder 

�  Defined by the lack of  
empathy or true sense of  
guilt  

�  Instead they rationalize 
behavior, blame others, or 
deny outright 



The Absence of Guilt 

Phineas Gage 
(1823-1860) 
Railroad construction 

Iron rod driven through his head 
Left Frontal Lobe was destroyed 

�  Impulsive, uninhibited, without 
guilt or remorse 

�  “Socially intolerable” 



Unhealthy Guilt 
�  Can begin in early childhood 

�  Sense of  self  is criticized, rather than behaviors 

�  “You’re so stupid!” versus “That behavior was a 
poor choice” 

�  Leads to a feeling that there is something 
fundamentally wrong with oneself  

�  Sense of  being flawed which can pervade 
throughout life 



Unhealthy Guilt 
We can begin to tell ourselves: 

“I did XYZ, therefore,… 

…I am a monster 

…I don’t deserve happiness 

…I can’t ever be trusted 

…I can’t trust myself  

…I deserve to go to hell” 



Unhealthy Guilt 

�  Les Parrot: Psychologist and Nazarene minister 
�  “The Disease of  False Guilt” 

�  Based on emotional reasoning:  “If  I feel guilty, then I 
must be guilty.” 

�  May also be a symptom of  a treatable mental 
health disorder (Depression, Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder, Obsessive Compulsive Disorder) 



Religion and Guilt 
Religious beliefs/teachings can reinforce the idea of  a 
fundamental flaw of  self: 

�  Original sin 

�  Generalization that “good things happen to good 
 people and bad things happen to bad people” 

�  Prosperity Gospel: the celebration of  wealth, good 
 fortune as a blessing bestowed by God  

�  Ultimate judgment, Heaven/Hell determination  
 based on weight of  transgressions 



Religion and Guilt 
Religious beliefs/teachings can also be protective: 

�  Provide a structured avenue for seeking and receiving 
forgiveness 

�  Confession, penances, atonement 

�  Loving and forgiving God 

�  Redemption 

�  Just World Belief: all will be made  

 equal in the end 

�  Guilt does not have a significant role in  

Hinduism or Buddhism 



Women and Guilt 

Feel no guilt.  Getting married and giving birth does 
not mean that you have sold your life away to 
perfectly healthy people who can get their own damn 
socks. 

  Jennifer Cruise, New York Times 
Bestselling Author 



Women and Guilt 

Women are more prone to feel guilty and more likely 
to induce guilt in others 

360 participants, rated level of  guilt for various 
interpersonal scenarios (forgetting a loved one’s 
birthday) Extrebarria 2010 

�  Women had significantly higher levels of  guilt in the 
adolescent and 25-33 year old age groups 

�  Among participants 33 years and older, men began 
to approach similar levels of  guilt to women 

 



Women and Guilt 
Is it Biology, Psychology, Culture? 

�  Jean Piaget observed children resolving conflict: 
�  Boys put rules above playmates (relationships) 

�  Girls put playmates ahead of  rules 

�  Parents are more likely to use the threat of  withdrawal 
of  love when disciplining girls; boys get punished. 

�  Women may be biologically more empathic and 
interpersonally sensitive, leading to higher levels of  guilt 

�  Cultural expectations are for women to be nurturing, 
empathic, and self-sacrificing 

 



Women and Guilt 
Additional Factors 

�  Higher rates of  interpersonal transgressions 
(childhood abuse, rape, domestic violence) 

�  Higher risk of  certain mental heath disorders, such as 
depression 

�  Guilt is more common among intimate relationships, 
and women have more close relationships 

�  Women have greater readiness to involve themselves 
in the problems of  others 

�  Frequently feel responsible for caring for others  

 



Women and Guilt 
�  Motherhood  

�  Unhealthy guilt related to mothering may rob children of  
opportunities to be accountable for their own behaviors 

�  Work/family balance 
�  The ultimate unresolvable dilemma  

�  Caring for parents/family members 
�  Greater sense of  responsibility for others 

�  Limited self-care 
�  Cultural expectation for self-sacrifice 

�  Difficulty saying “No” 
�  Greater interpersonal sensitivity, valuing relationships above 

rules 

�  Greater judgment of  others and self  



Discussion 

How have cultural expectations for women impacted 
your experience of  guilt? 

 

How have your religious beliefs impacted on your 
experience of  guilt? 

 

How has your experience of  guilt increased or 
decreased over various stages or life experiences? If  
so, to what do you attribute the changes? 

 



Resolving Guilt 

Chronic remorse, as all the moralists have agreed, is 
a most undesirable sentiment.  If  you have behaved 
badly, repent, make what amends you can and 
address yourself  to the task of  behaving better next 
time.  On no account brood over your wrongdoing.  
Rolling in the muck is not the best way of  getting 
clean.     

  Aldous Huxley, Brave New World 

 



Common Defenses Against 
Feeling Guilt 

Defenses can lead to an inability to successfully resolve 
guilt and can be highly problematic if  defenses become 
part of  one’s identity: 

�  Repression 

�  Projection: “blaming the victim” 

�  Sharing guilt (diffusion of  responsibility) 

�  Self-harm: direct self-harm or not allowing oneself  to 
enjoy opportunities or benefits 



Resolving Guilt 
�  Acknowledge guilt to yourself   

�  Accept responsibility for your actions 

�  Apologize 

�  Make amends directly, when possible, if  to do so will 
not cause further harm 

�  Accept consequences/punishment  

�  Commit to learning, growing, changing behavior 

�  Accept forgiveness, if  offered, and forgive yourself. 

 



Resolving Guilt 

�  Restitution should approximate the degree of  
damage (don’t over or under do it) 

�  Talk to a supportive friend, sponsor, spiritual 
leader, or therapist 

�  Write a letter (this does not need to be sent) 

�  Give back to the community in a way that is 
meaningful to you (volunteer/contribute aid) 

�  The point is NOT to undo the past, but to balance a 
wrong and to rediscover and live out ones values 



Balance Your Thinking 
�  Don’t overestimate your sense of  control over the 

situation 

�  Don’t forget, repress, or minimize important details of  
the event 

�  Acknowledge hind-sight bias (Monday morning 
quarterbacking) 

�  Avoid black and white (all or nothing) thinking 

�  Appreciate the full scope of  your achievements and 
recognize that a single failure is only one event in your 
life’s experience and contributions 



Subcategories 
of Guilt 

Survivor Guilt 

Moral Injury 

Collective 
Guilt 



Survivor Guilt 
�  Guilt among those who survive conditions that engulf  

others (accidents, natural disasters, war, genocide) 

�  Can be guilt without transgression  

�  Arose out of  the experiences of  victims of  the Holocaust 

�  Survivors seek meaning and significance 
�  Why did this happen? Why did people die? Why did I 

survive? 

�  The ability to ascribe meaning, eases moving forward 
�  God’s will; punishment of  sins 

�  Self  Harm is a common problematic defense 

 

 



Moral Injury 

Initially defined by Jonathan Shay and Brett Litz 

�  Mental Health and Chaplains 

�  “An act of  serious transgression that leads to serious 
inner conflict because the experience is at odds with 
core ethical and moral beliefs” Maguen & Litz, 2012 

�  Can involve actions (or inaction) by self  or others 

�  Some similarities to Unhealthy Guilt, but injury based 

�  Trauma to the soul; “Soul wound;” “Soul anguish” 

 



Collective Guilt 
Guilt for unjust or criminal actions perpetrated by a group 
one identifies with.   

Arose from the experience of  post Nazi Germany 

Can be an important cause of  individual and social change 

 Requires: 

�  Group identity: Shift from “I” and “me” to “us” and “we” 

�  Belief  that the in-group was the cause of  the harm 

�  Belief  in collective responsibility 

�  Perception of  unjust in-group actions:  
�  American Mosaic Project: Racial inequality framed as 

“Black Disadvantage” or “White Privilege” 



Korengal 2014 

Tim Hetherington, British photojournalist, spent 10 
months between 2007-2008 with US Service 
Members in the Restrepo outpost in the Korengal 
Valley of  Afghanistan. 

Restrepo, a documentary film, was nominated in 
2010 for an Academy Award. 

Tim Hetherington died in 2011, while reporting on the 
Libyan Civil War. 

Sebastian Junger took the remaining footage and 
combined with individual interviews to create 
Korengal. 



Korengal 2014 

The Korengal Valley has been called “The Valley of  
Death”  

42 Service Members were killed and hundreds 
wounded in the Korengal Valley before the US pulled 
out in April 2010 and the valley reverted to Taliban 
control. 

Restrepo outpost was reopened in June 2011. 

According to CBS as of  January 2015, there are 
9,800 US Service Members stationed in Afghanistan. 



Korengal 2014 



Discussion 

�  Do you agree/disagree with the last soldier’s 
interpretation of  God’s judgment of  him and his 
actions?  What do you think the Bible/Churches say 
about this? 

�  Is there a moral distinction between a volunteer 
military and a draft? 

�  Do we (should we) have Collective Guilt regarding 
war or is the burden on the individuals actively 
involved? 


