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There are two attitudes toward the sense of guilt. one is to
eliminate it in order to live comfortably, which is usually advocated 1
by most psychologists to maintain so-called mental health; the other
is to keep it, so that our behavior can be modified under the
influence of conscience. The author analyzes the nature and function
of guilt in the deepest level and thinks that this worst emotion
actually helps bring out the best in us, while, on the contrary, the
lack of guilt is to be questioned.

:
i
i
a
b :
i
1
1

A e e e e o

Feeling guilty is nothing to feel guilty about. Yes, guilt can be the
excess baggage that keeps us paralyzed unless we dump it. But it can also
be the engine that fuels us. Yes, it can be a self-punishing activity, but it
can also be the conscience that keeps us civilized.
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Not too long ago I wrote a story about that amusing couple Guilt and
the Working Mother. I’11 tell you more about that later. Through the
mail someone sent me a gift coffee mug carrying the message “I gave up

guilt for Lent.”

My first reaction was to giggle. But then it occurred to me that this
particular Lent has been too lengthy. For the past decade or more, the
pop psychologists who use book jackets rather than couches all were busy

telling us that I am okay, you are okay and whatever we do is okay.

In most of their books, guilt was given a bad name — or rather, an
assortment of bad names. It was a (1) Puritan, (2) Jewish or (3)
Catholic hangover from our (1) parents, (2) culture or (3) religion. To
be truly liberated was to be free of guilt about being rich, powerful,
number one, bad to your mother, thoughtless, late, a smoker, or about

cheating on your spouse.

There was a popular notion, in fact, that self-love began by slaying
one’s guilt. People all around us spent a great portion of the last decade
trying to tune out guilt instead of decoding its message and learning what

it was trying to tell us.

With that sort of success, guilt was ripe for revival. Somewhere
along the I’m-okay-you’re-okay way, many of us realized that, in fact, I
am not always okay and neither are you. Furthermore, we did not want
to join the legions who conquered their guilt en roufe to new depths of

narcissistic rottenness.

At the deepest, most devastating level, guilt is the criminal in us that
longs to be caught. It is the horrible, pit-of-the-stomach sense of having
done wrong. It is, as Lady Macbeth obsessively knew, the spot that no

one else may see...and we can’t see around.
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To be without guilt is to be without a conscience. Guilt-free people
don’t feel bad when they cause pain to others, and so they go on guilt-
freely causing more pain. The last thing we need more of is less

conscience.

Freud once said, “As regards conscience, God has done an uneven
and careless piece of work, for a large majority of men have brought
along with them only a modest amount of it, or scarcely enough to be
worth mentioning.”

Now, I am not suggesting that we all sign up for a new guilt trip. But
there has to be some line between the accusation that we all should feel
guilty for, say, poverty or racism and the assertion that the oppressed
have “chosen” their lot in life.

There has to be something between Puritanism and hedonism. There
has to be something between the parents who guilt-trip their children
across every stage of life and those who offer no guidance, no —gulp —

moral or ethical point of view.

At quite regular intervals, for example, my daughter looks up at me
in the midst of a discussion (she would call it a lecture) and says: “You’re
making me feel guilty.” For a long time this made me, in turn, feel
guilty. But now I realize that I am doing precisely what I am supposed to
be doing: instilling in her a sense of right and wrong so that she will feel
uncomfortable if she behaves in hurtful ways.

This is, of course, a very tricky business. Guilt is ultimately the way
we judge ourselves. It is the part of us that says, “I deserve to be
punished.” But we all know people who feel guilty just for being alive.
We know people who are paralyzed by irrational guilt. And we certainly
don’t want to be among them, or to shepherd our children into their
flock.
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But it seems to me that the trick isn’ t to become flaccidly
nonjudgemental, but to figure out whether we are being fair judges of
ourselves. Karl Menninger once wrote that one aim of psychiatric
treatment isn’ t to get rid of guilt but “to get people’s guilt feelings
attached to the ‘right’ things.”

In his book Feelings, Willard Gaylin quotes a Reverend Tillotson’s
definition of guilt as “nothing else but trouble arising in our mind from
our consciousness of having done contrary to what we are verily persuaded

was our Duty.”

We may, however, have wildly different senses of duty. I had lunch
with two friends a month ago when they both started talking about feeling
guilty for neglecting their mothers. One, it turned out, worried that she
didn’t call “home” every day; the other hadn’t even chatted with her
mother since Christmas.

We are also particularly vulnerable to feelings of duty in a time of
change. Today an older and ingrained sense of what we should do may
conflict with a new one. In the gaps that open between what we once

were taught, and what we now believe, grows a rich crop of guilt.

Mothers now often tell me that they feel guilty if they are working
and guilty if they aren’t. One set of older expectations, to be a perfect
milk-and-cookies supermom, conflicts with another, to be an independent

woman or an economic helpmate.

" But duty has its uses. It sets us down at the typewriter, hustles us to
the job on a morning when everything has gone wrong, pushes us toward
the crying baby at 3 A. M.

If guilt is a struggle between our acceptance of shoulds and should-
nots, it is a powerful and intensely human one. Gaylin writes, “Guilt
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represents the noblest and most painful of struggles. It is between us and
ourselves.” It is better to struggle with ourselves than give up on

ourselves.

This worst emotion, in a sense, helps bring out the best in us. The
desire to avoid feeling guilty makes us avoid the worst sort of behavior.
The early guilt of a child, who has hurt a younger sister or brother, even
when no one else knows, is a message. The adult who has inflicted pain
on an innocent, who has cheated, lied, stolen, to get ahead of another —
each of us has a list —wakes up in the middle of the night and remembers
it.

In that sense guilt is the great civilizer, the internal commandment
that helps us choose to be kind to each other rather than to join in a
stampede of me-firsts. “If guilt is coming back,” said Harvard Professor
David Riesman, who wrote The Lonely Crowd, “one reason is that a
tremendous surge of young people overpowered the adults in the sixties.
You might say the barbarians took Rome. Now there are more adults
around who are trying to restore some stability.

Guilt is the adult in each of us, the parent, the one who upholds the
standards. It is the internal guide against which we argue in vain that
“everybody else is doing it.”

We even wrestle with ethical dilemmas and conflicts of conscience so
that we can live with ourselves more comfortably. I know two people who
were faced with a crisis about their infidelities. One woman resolved the
triangle she was in by ending her marriage. The other ended her affair.
In both cases, it was the pain that had motivated them to change.

It is not easy to attach our guilt to the right things. It is never easy to
separate right from wrong, rational guilt from neurotic guilt. We may

resolve one by changing our view of it and another by changing our



