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It is so unjust, so unreasonable, that of all people the survivor should have to struggle, all
by himself, with some of the greatest psychological difficulties imaginable [...] —why should
he in addition be obliged to feel a special responsibility, be persecuted by guilt, tortured by
obviously unanswerable questions?

—Bruno Bettelheim!

[M]an has a right to be considered guilty and to be punished. To explain his guilt away by
looking at him as the victim of circumstances also means taking away his human dignity. I
would say that it is a prerogative of man to become guilty. To be sure, it also is his
responsibility to overcome guilt.

— Viktor FrankI?
Shame is inventive.

—Friedrich Nietzsche?
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1. Introduction

There has been much philosophical ink spilled on the subjects of shame and guilt.
However, although much has been said about both how these emotions resemble
one another and how they differ, not enough has been said about the complexities
of the relationship between the two. Yet we may be able to come to a better
understanding of these emotions if we look more closely at the ways in which they
actually interact with one another. In what follows, I will examine one extreme type
of case in which shame and guilt may be said to interact — namely in cases of so-
called “survivor’s guilt” among trauma victims.

Although no longer considered an official diagnostic criterion, the phenomenon of
survivor’s guilt played a very prominent role in the post-WWII development and
discussion of the concept of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).* Indeed,
researchers have found that “trauma survivors often experience guilt that relates to
the trauma in some way” (Kubany et al, 1996, 428).> Ruth Leys (2007) proposes that
the deprioritization of the role of guilt in diagnosing PTSD is, in part, indicative of
a “shift in attitude” regarding the survivor experience from a predominantly guilt-
centric, “mimetic” approach, on which the survivor is said to unconsciously identify
with the perpetrator of the trauma (8), to a more shame-centric approach that
focuses on the “antimimetic consciousness of being seen” (10). Characterized in this
way, the debate regarding the nature of survivor’s guilt reflects an unfortunate
theoretical polarization that views survivor’s guilt solely in terms of either guilt or
shame and thus fails to make room for the interaction of shame and guilt in the
survivor experience.

In what follows, I hope to show that both shame and guilt play an important role in
the etiology and manifestation of survivor’s guilt. In so doing, I will resist the idea
that shame is a mere reaction to a subject’s “consciousness of being seen” and that
survivor’s guilt, likewise, is not best cashed out in terms of straightforward
identification (unconscious or otherwise) with the actual perpetrator(s) of the
trauma. Nevertheless, I hope to show that survivors’ feelings of shame and guilt are
importantly related. More specifically, I will argue that survivor’s guilt, properly
understood, may represent a kind of response to feelings of shame — one which is
centrally tied to the philosophical notions of autonomy and integrity — and that it
may serve the psychological function of helping the trauma victim grapple with the
difficult process of re-integrating a shattered self into and within a world that no
longer makes sense to her, albeit at a high cognitive price.

2. Understanding Shame and Guilt

To understand the phenomena that we are dealing with here, it will be helpful to
look at the concepts of shame and guilt in a little more detail. Although they often
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go hand in hand (and are thus sometimes conflated in the literature), shame and
guilt are clearly distinct emotions. They are aimed at different kinds of objects and
have distinct phenomenologies. Whereas the intentional object of guilt is something
the agent does (or fails to do), the object of shame, properly speaking, is something
about the agent herself. In other words, guilt focuses on an action, shame on the self.
Of course, we regularly talk about feeling ashamed of things we have done or failed
to do, but we really only experience shame in connection with these actions insofar
as we take them to reveal something negative about who we are (e.g., in light of who
we would like to be). Likewise, although concepts like “original sin” or “white
guilt” appear to have persons as their object, the “guilt” in both of these cases refers
back to the actions of some party or another, even if not those of the agent herself.

This distinction between shame and guilt can help us see how these two emotions
may sometimes come apart. For example, I may feel ashamed, though not guilty,
for having missed a free throw in an important basketball game. I experience shame
in this scenario because I take the action to reflect something about me, about who I
am (in this case, a basketball “failure”), in contrast with who I would like to be (e.g.,
a team hero). Likewise, I may feel guilty for having failed to fulfill a commitment to
my significant other in a particular scenario (perhaps a work emergency makes me
late for our anniversary dinner) without thereby feeling ashamed for having so
failed. That is, I may take myself to have done something wrong (here, having failed
my significant other) without believing that this particular case of wrongdoing
reveals something about who [ am as a person (e.g., that  am an unreliable partner).

A second important distinction to make between shame and guilt is in the way they
present themselves to the agent. Although the felt character of both shame and guilt
is unpleasant, Deonna et al (2011) note that in shame one often experiences a sense
of insignificance and lack of control (5), whereas in guilt this sense of feeling “small
and helpless” may be lacking, though the persistent “gnawing” of guilt at the agent
may be accompanied by a desire to make up for the wrongdoing (13). Indeed,
shame usually involves a desire to hide or disappear, whereas guilt (except insofar
as it is accompanied by shame) rarely does. This desire to flee that accompanies
shame is often characterized as a response to a feeling of being exposed under the
disapproving gaze of a felt other (whether that other be physically present or not),
and indeed many cases of shame do appear to display this voyeuristic aspect. Guilt,
on the other hand, is less associated with the metaphor of sight than with that of
sound — that is, of “hearing” the “voice” of judgment. The guilty person feels judged,
either by herself (as with the “voice of conscience”) or by another.

However, we must be careful how far we extend these metaphors. As Deonna &
Teroni (2008) note, to interpret shame as a wholly “social” emotion (that is, as always
involving the perceived disapproval of a real or imagined audience) might be to
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exclude certain cases of shame, in which no real or imagined audience appears to
be present (69) — e.g., cases in which I feel ashamed, despite knowing that no one
else would disapprove if they noticed.” Similarly, it seems clear that guilt — although
involving a definite evaluative component — need not be triggered by an explicit
recognition (the “hearing”) of a negative moral judgment. Indeed, in some cases,
the very fact that I feel guilty may be the first explicit indicator I have that I view an
action of mine as morally problematic.

Given these distinctions, in what follows I will understand shame as an agent’s
affective apprehension of herself as failing to exemplify a certain trait that she
values in a situation in which exemplifying that trait is relevant to maintaining her
desired self-image.® Guilt, on the other hand, I will characterize as an agent’s
affective apprehension of an action or omission of hers as violating a (usually moral)
normative requirement to which she adheres.” Thus, as Deonna et al. (2011) point
out, shame appears to be a primarily value-driven notion, whereas guilt is norm-
driven (82). Understood in this way, it should come as no surprise that in many
cases, guilt and shame go hand-in-hand, given the common overlap between
adhering to a norm and valuing the corresponding character trait that following
this norm would exemplify.

Moreover, understanding shame and guilt along these lines allows us to make one
more crucial distinction between these two emotions, namely that the latter always
appears to imply an attribution of responsibility to the agent, whereas the former
need (and, indeed, often does) not. While there is much debate in the literature as
to whether or not guilt is a purely moral emotion,!? there seems little doubt that it
is primarily moral. In general, we do not feel guilty for violating what we take to be
non-moral norms, nor for unknowingly or unwillingly violating those we take to
be moral. One does not generally feel guilty about using the dessert fork instead of
the salad fork when dining at a fancy restaurant (though one may feel ashamed),
and neither do we think one ought feel guilty for unwittingly giving someone
wrong directions or for missing a friend’s wedding because one’s flight was
cancelled. If one feels guilty in these scenarios, we are likely to characterize that
feeling as irrational, inappropriate, or at the very least unnecessary. Shame, on the
other hand, is often experienced regarding features for which the agent is not
directly responsible, as when one finds out one has unknowingly committed a
social faux pas or when one is ashamed of certain of one’s physical features, like nose
size or skin color. Indeed, as we have said, the phenomenology of shame often
includes a feeling of lack of control, as opposed to a sense of responsibility. (I return
to this point below.)

Shame, then, may be said to be inappropriate!' when either a) the values at stake
are themselves silly or misguided (e.g., being ashamed for having thumbs or for
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being female) or b) the agent perceives herself as failing to exemplify an appropriate
value relevant to her self-image, when in fact she does not (e.g., feeling ashamed of
one’s physique in front of a person who finds one’s body sexy). Guilt, likewise, may
be inappropriate in two different ways: a) when the adherence to the norm in
question is inappropriate (e.g., feeling guilty for failing to prioritize one’s fantasy
football team over one’s spouse), or b) when one attributes responsibility to oneself
for an action for which one was not, in fact, responsible. Yet the latter is precisely
what appears to be the case in instances of survivor’s guilt, in which the survivor of
trauma feels guilty about something he had little to no control over. In fact, in many
cases, survivor’s guilt — given its sometimes stubborn persistence over time -
appears straightforwardly irrational, insofar as the agent herself judges that she is
not responsible for the traumatic event(s) in question. So how are we to understand
this phenomenon?

The mimetic theories mentioned in Section (1) above would maintain that the agent
unconsciously identifies with the actual perpetrator of the trauma, yet this seems to
leave out cases in which there is no identifiable perpetrator to be imitated, as when
one feels guilty for having outlived one’s own child. Likewise, it fails to fully
account for the deep sense of shame typically exhibited by trauma victims.
Antimimetic theories, on the other hand, do emphasize the survivor’s shame at
being exposed in a certain way, but this both fails to account for cases in which there
does not appear to be any real or imagined exposure (as with the case above) and
does not fully appreciate the extent to which survivors appear to take on actual
responsibility for some action or actions relevant to the trauma in question. Thus, a
further account is needed to make sense of the complex relationship between shame
and guilt in survivors of trauma. And I intend to provide just such an account.
However, it may be helpful to first briefly classify a few of the various
manifestations of survivor’s guilt, in order to get a tighter grasp on the cluster of
phenomena we are dealing with here.

3. Varieties of Survivor’s Guilt

A prevalent manifestation of guilt feelings emerges among trauma survivors in the
form of what we might call substitution guilt, namely the feeling that someone else
has paid the price for or taken the place of the survivor. Agamben (1999) quotes
author and activist Elie Wiesel, himself a concentration camp survivor, as saying: “I
live, therefore I am guilty. I am here because a friend, an acquaintance, an unknown
person died in my place” Another well-known Holocaust survivor, Primo Levi
(1989), writes, “It is no more than a supposition, indeed the shadow of a suspicion:
[...] that each one of us [...] has usurped his neighbor’s place and lived in his stead.
It is a supposition, but it gnaws at us; it has nestled deeply like a woodworm;
although unseen from the outside, it gnaws and rasps” (81-2). This type of guilt —
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namely the feeling that one has done something to “usurp” the place of another, or
that someone who died is more “deserving” of life than oneself — is often found
among survivors of genocide or war, but it is also observable in other instances, e.g.,
when children experience the death of a sibling or parents outlive their children. At
the heart of this kind of guilt appears to be the perception of an unfair inequality or
a gross injustice.'? The agent assumes that she must have done something wrong to
be on the receiving end of this unmerited benefit, even if she cannot exactly pinpoint
what the relevant action was."

In another form of survivor guilt, however, an agent may know precisely what she
feels guilty for — namely for an act or omission of hers that under normal
circumstances might be considered morally suspect or even impermissible but
which either is excusable under the circumstances or bears no moral relationship to
the traumatic event itself. Call this manifestation of survivor’s guilt transgression
guilt. Thus, a concentration camp survivor may feel guilty for having hoarded or
stolen food, or for having failed to keep the Sabbath, or for having (forcibly) worked
for the enemy. A soldier may feel guilty for having killed enemy combatants. A
victim of date rape may feel guilty for having gotten drunk. But the object of the
survivor’s guilt need not be so specific. Sometimes the act or omission in question
is much broader. Levi (1989) writes that many Holocaust survivors feel guilty, not
for some specific action but more generally for “having failed in terms of human
solidarity” (78). In several places, Levi expresses his guilt over having failed to help,
to resist, to revolt, both during the rise of fascism and national socialism in Europe
and later in the Lager itself, despite admitting that “on a rational plane there should
not have been much to be ashamed of” (77).4 In all of these cases — whether the
action be of short or long duration, of narrow or broad scope — the agent has the
feeling that she has committed a morally unjustifiable offense, despite her
acknowledgement that the circumstances in fact permit, exculpate, or even morally
justify such action.’> Here, we might find a survivor’s feelings of guilt somewhat
easier to understand, since she feels guilty about an action or omission in which —
under normal circumstances — guilt might be appropriate. Yet insofar as the agent
sincerely admits that she does not deserve blame and yet still continues to feel guilty,
and these cases are no less irrational or inappropriate than the above cases of
substitution guilt, although they may occur at a different psychological level.

A related but distinct form of survivor guilt — what we might call causal role guilt —
is found among many survivors of rape and other violent trauma, in which the
agent does not necessarily feel guilty for having survived where others did not, nor
for having committed an otherwise morally questionable action, but rather simply
for having in some way or another causally contributed to the traumatic event in
question. Thus, a rape victim may feel guilty for, e.g., having attended the party at

48



ASASE
Regaining the “Lost Self”: A Philosophical Analysis of Survivor’s Guilt

which she met her rapist, or for having worn supposedly “provocative” clothing,
or for having failed to fight back harder against her attacker. In other words, she
may feel that she somehow “invited” the rape or at least failed to prevent it from
happening.'® Here, an agent may not view her actions as morally reprehensible, but
she may nevertheless experience feelings of guilt insofar as she attributes to herself
a key causal role in the bringing about of the traumatic event that she did not
actually play or that is irrelevant to the moral status of the event in question. This
type of guilt is even more puzzling than transgression guilt, insofar as the agent
blames herself for having merely been a part of the causal chain that led to her
trauma. Yet playing a causal role is not tantamount to having transgressed a moral
norm, so the guilt here appears especially displaced.

These three species of survivor’s guilt are not meant to provide an exhaustive list of
the various forms that survivor’s guilt may take. Moreover, in some cases agents
likely experience a kind of “mixed guilt” containing elements of each of these
variations. Nevertheless, I think that this list suffices to get at one possible way that
survivor’s guilt may be plausibly understood, namely as a response to a certain kind
of shame that often follows the experience of trauma — one that is closely tied to the
agent-centered notions of autonomy and integrity. It is to a discussion of this
relationship between shame and guilt in the manifestation of survivor’s guilt that I
now turn.

4. From Shame to Guilt: Trauma, Autonomy, and Integrity

As mentioned above, survivors of trauma — especially of violent trauma — often
experience a deep sense of shame, both during the traumatic incident itself and as
a result of it. But in what sense does the trauma survivor experience an “affective
apprehension of herself as failing to exemplify a certain trait that she values in a
situation in which exemplifying that trait is relevant to maintaining her desired self-
image”?

It is my contention that for many trauma survivors the “self-relevant value” in
question is not just any value. Rather, it is the fundamental self-relevant value — the
value that grounds or otherwise frames all other values that we have — namely, the
value we place on agency. To be a rational agent, one has to be able to set ends for
oneself and to govern oneself in light of those ends — that is, one must be able to
exercise one’s autonomy. Further, rational agents are not isolated agents; they are
diachronic agents within an intersubjective context that, in part, establishes the
framework within which they can meaningfully and willfully undertake their
intentional projects. Thus, being an agent means also that one must possess a
minimal sense of one’s self as doing things that make sense within one’s immediate
environment and have a set of commitments that is at least minimally coherent over
time — that is, one must possess a sense of integrity. When either of these basic
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conditions is threatened to a severe degree, this is likely to threaten one’s overall
sense of agency.

It is not difficult to see in what sense traumatic events threaten one’s sense of
autonomy. Indeed, it is likely that a perceived lack of autonomy is often (at least in
part) what makes an event fraumatic for a subject in the first place.'” In most cases
of violent trauma, the victims are treated by the perpetrator(s) as though they were
not autonomous persons. The physical and emotional violation of a rapist toward
his victim, the inhumane treatment of concentration camp prisoners and prisoners
of war, the attitude toward slaves as “subhuman” beings or toward women as
“weaker specimens” of the human race, the dehumanization of torture victims by
their torturers — these are all ways in which perpetrators of trauma may be said to
restrict (sometimes even to the point of eliminating) the autonomy of their victims
(at least temporarily). But the examples need not be so extreme. A father may feel
helpless to save his terminally ill child. A soldier may feel unable to defy orders,
even when this results in the death of an innocent.!® Or a child may not be able to
stop his father from abusing his mother. And that same mother may herself so
greatly fear making her way on her own that she feels unable to leave her husband.
All of these cases might represent situations that severely threaten one’s perception
of oneself as an full-blown agent and contribute to a very basic experience of shame,
given one’s perceived inability to instantiate one’s autonomy to the degree required
for one to have a sense of agency (at least regarding the event(s) in question).

Of course, not every experience of lack of control is perceived as traumatic, and
neither do we feel ashamed every time we are unable to implement our autonomy
in situations that we care about. However, the shame experienced in trauma often
goes deeper than a mere feeling of lack of control, though the agent’s perception of
her own powerlessness still plays a crucial role. Traumatic events are those that do
not fit neatly into an individual’s implicit or explicit worldview.!® Not only does the
trauma survivor experience a lack of control or a threat to her autonomy - the
traumatic event is, by its very nature, one that disrupts the “flow” or “consistency”
of her self-narrative. The traumatized subject can no longer make sense of herself
and the world in which she lives in the way she did prior to the traumatic event. In
a very important sense, she has lost the trust in the world necessary to orient herself
to and within that world. Gry Ardal Printzlau points to this feature of trauma in her
poignant discussion of the effects of torture on the victim:

“What survivors of extreme violence try to suggest when they talk about the loss of
trust seems to be this profound loss of orientation, meaning, and connection with a
shared social world. The loss of trust is a symptom of the shattered embeddedness
of the self, and perhaps inextricable from it. Without being connected to a shared
world we cannot give coherency and order to our experiences, and disorientation
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results. Trust is not only an instrument for manoeuvrings in a complex world or a
weak kind of belief which one can hold when proper proof is lacking, but appears
to be fundamental to how we perceive our world as meaningful and real.”
(Printzlau 2011, 62)

When one’s fundamental trust is shattered in this way, one may lose the ability to
see oneself as a full-blown, unified self living in a comprehensible world in which
one’s actions and ends still make sense. In other words, one may lose one’s
fundamental sense of integrity. Thus, the trauma survivor finds herself unable to
relate adequately to herself and to others in the way necessary for viewing herself
as an autonomous, integrated self — as an agent-in-the-world.

We are now in a better position to tell a plausible story about the origins and
persistence of survivor’s guilt in victims of psychological trauma. As a matter of
empirical fact, in everyday situations the subjective negative experience of lack of
control often gives rise to superstitions and superstitious behavior, in which
engaging in a kind of “magical” causal thinking serves the psychological function
of allowing an agent to maintain or regain a sense of control over that which she
perceives to be uncontrollable in situations where she cares about the result.? I want
to suggest that something similar occurs in survivor’s guilt, though on a much more
profound level (given the severity of the perceived lack of agency) — namely, that
the survivor of trauma attributes a kind of “magical” causality to herself (here, agent
causality) as a response to the shame that arises from the perceived lack of
autonomy she experiences regarding the traumatic event and the lack of integrity
she experiences in its aftermath.

Assuming a subject cares about being an agent, she thus (at least implicitly) takes
autonomy and integrity as constitutive self-relevant values. An event may present
itself as traumatic, then, at least in part because it is perceived as severely restricting
her ability to exemplify these basic values in the sense fundamentally relevant to
her self-image (or to her having any self-image whatsoever).?! Her apprehension of
this inability, then, may manifest itself in a deep and pervasive shame regarding the
traumatic event — and perhaps about herself in general (if the perceived violation of
autonomy cuts deep enough). Thus, shame may arise in the form of a negative
emotion directed at an agent’s perceived lack of autonomy and integrity — and it is
this negative emotion, I argue, that may motivate the attribution of guilt to oneself.
Survivor’s guilt, then, serves the psychological function of allowing a traumatized
agent to retrospectively maintain a sense of agency in the perceived absence of
autonomy and integrity, where this guilt assists the agent in coping with her life
post-trauma. It is a way of reinstituting a sense of meaning for the agent that may
allow her to re-orient herself in the world. As Susan Brison (2002), a philosopher
and rape survivor, writes in her account of the aftermath of her rape, “it can be less
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painful to believe that you did something blameworthy than it is to think that you
live in a world where you can be attacked at any time, in any place, simply because
you are a woman” (13). That is, it is better to perceive oneself as guilty than to try to
eke out an existence in a fragmented world that no longer makes sense.

However, one might wonder: If guilt serves this positive, self-(re)building
psychological function, wouldn’t a more positively-oriented emotion be better
equipped to do the job? Guilt, like shame, is a negatively-valenced emotion, and
even if it does serve as a coping mechanism, it comes with its own burdensome
psychological baggage. Yet as opposed to denial or repression, in which a traumatic
event is no longer recognized (or recognized as such) — and in contrast to positive
thinking, which downplays the “badness” of the trauma itself — survivor’s guilt
appears to be a somewhat more honest way of grappling with the negative nature
of trauma. It does not reject the evil or badness of the traumatic event in question
but rather attributes at least partial responsibility for that event or its consequences
to the survivor herself. This allows for the recognition of the event as something
objectively bad, but makes room for the subject to retain a sense of agency in light
of her trauma. That is, although survivor’s guilt may transform the subject’s
recollection of the relevant event(s) into something she can understand and control,
the nature of the trauma remains itself negative and something that cannot merely
be “done away with” via some sort of emotional transformation.

Thus, from the point of view of the subject, in the face of the evil nature of the
event(s) in question, it is better to be a guilty agent than no agent at all. Re-establishing
this sense of agency may represent a step toward the subject’s being able to affirm
her own humanity and to re-integrate herself and her experience into a meaningful
whole. The narrative of autonomy established via survivor’s guilt can help her
recover a sense of meaning and thus of integrity, even if it results in a radically
different worldview than the one implicitly held pre-trauma. As Bruno Bettelheim
writes:

“What more impressive demonstration could there be that only the ability to feel
guilty makes us human, particularly if, objectively seen, one is not guilty? [...] [Our
experience] taught us that there is meaning to life, [...] a much deeper meaning than
we had thought possible before we became survivors. And our feeling of guilt for
having been so lucky as to survive the hell of the concentration camp is a most
significant part of this meaning—testimony to a humanity that not even the
abomination of the concentration camp can destroy.” (Bettelheim 1976, 52)

In this way, survivor’s guilt may assist a trauma survivor in recovering an at least
minimal sense of autonomy and integrity — one that may be psychologically
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necessary for her to overcome the pervasive shame of a subject whose very selfhood
has been severely compromised.

5. Dealing with Survivor’s Guilt

For the reasons given above, survivor’s guilt may be said to (at least initially)
perform a therapeutic function for the trauma survivor, and as such should not be
immediately underplayed or dismissed as wholly irrational by family and friends,
and especially not by medical or psychological professionals involved in the
treatment of the survivor of trauma. Indeed, there is some evidence that, from a
therapeutic standpoint, subjects who experience a sense of action-centered guilt
cope better with their trauma than those who remain mired in person-centered
shame. Ronnie Janoff-Bulman (1979, 1985) has shown that what she calls
“behavioral self-blame” (blaming oneself for a particular action or actions, or a
specific piece of behavior) may, indeed, be therapeutically adaptive, whereas
“characterological self-blame” (blame aimed at an enduring character trait or
tendency) is primarily maladaptive and associated with depression. I submit that
this is because in the former case the subject affirms her agency by positively
attributing autonomy to herself regarding the action in question, whereas in the
latter case the subject negatively evaluates her own person and character — a
phenomenon that looks much more like shame as we have characterized it above.

Still, even as a coping mechanism, survivor’s guilt can be extremely psychologically
taxing. It is, as we have said above, in some sense emotionally “inappropriate,”
insofar as the subject’s guilt is centered on something for which she is not
responsible (or at least not culpable). Thus, even if it helps the traumatized subject
to establish a retrospective sense of control and thereby to make sense of the
ultimately senseless evil she experienced, there is still a sense in which she might
be at odds with herself, especially insofar as she in some sense sincerely and
honestly assesses herself as innocent — as a victim. Whereas the presence of guilt
feelings and the resulting belief that one is guilty?> may start out as the result of an
automatic defense mechanism or even as a kind of “motivated mistake,” a subject
may come to psychologically rely on and identify with her guilt in unhealthy ways.
Indeed, subjects who obstinately hold onto their guilt over an extended period of
time in the face of strong, recognized evidence to the contrary may slip into a kind
of willful self-deception, which often comes at an even higher cognitive price and
which can ultimately be autonomy-undermining. Not only does self-deception
threaten one’s general truth-orientedness and thus one’s ability to act in a reality-
responsive manner within one’s environment, it aims at undermining the very
standards that establish one’s epistemic (and perhaps thereby also one’s moral)
agency. Furthermore, it is not clear that the consequences of self-deception are
always (or even ever) better for one’s overall happiness and flourishing than more
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self-honest approaches. For this reason, although survivor’s guilt itself may not
always be maladaptive, professionals treating survivors of trauma would do well
to look for alternative therapeutic strategies aimed at fostering a sense of autonomy
and self-integration that can take the place of survivor’'s guilt in the subject’s
response to and evaluation of her trauma.?

6. Conclusion

In this paper, I have presented an account of survivor’s guilt that demonstrates one
very interesting way in which shame and guilt may interact in the etiology of and
response to trauma. My account neither assesses the phenomenon as a
straightforward unconscious identification with the perpetrator of the trauma nor
reduces it to an instance of reproachful shame under the gaze of another. Instead, I
have argued, survivor’s guilt represents a response to a very basic sense of shame
arising from a disrupted sense of agency grounded in a perceived lack of autonomy
and integrity. The adoption of a feeling of guilt, then, allows the agent to maintain
or regain a sense of responsibility and therefore of autonomy, one which can assist
in the re-integration of the self into a world that has become otherwise
incomprehensible to her. There is, of course, certainly more work to be done on this
and related issues. How is survivor’s guilt related to paradigm cases of epistemic
irrationality, such as wishful thinking or self-deception? How can we evaluate
mixed cases in which subjects are simultaneously both the perpetrators and victims
of trauma (e.g., perpetrators who are traumatized by their role in inflicting trauma
on others, or victims who as a result of their traumatic experiences become
perpetrators)? Similarly, in contrast to the innocent subject who experiences guilt in
order to escape the shame of heteronomy, what about the responsible agent who
denies autonomy, in order to escape guilt? These are all fascinating avenues for
future research, and it is my hope that this paper will serve as a springboard for the
further discussion of these topics.?*
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Endnotes

1 Bettelheim (1986), 42.

2 Frankl (1978), 51.

3 Nietzsche (1886/1966), §40.

4 For a more detailed discussion of the role survivor’s guilt has played in post-WWII
discussions of PTSD, cf. Ley (2007).

5 Nevertheless, although guilt is “associated” with PTSD, it is neither necessary nor sufficient
for a diagnosis. However, for this paper’s purposes, it is sufficient to note that feelings of
guilt and the survival of trauma often go hand in hand.

6 I have borrowed these metaphors from Williams (1993), 89-91.

7 For a more detailed discussion of this point, cf. also Deonna & Teroni (2011), 146-52.

8 Here, I depart from Deonna et al.’s (2011) characterization of shame as occurring “when we
apprehend a trait or an action of ours that we take to exemplify the polar opposite of a self-
relevant value as indicating our incapacity to exemplify this self-relevant value even to a
minimal degree” (102). I am not sure that the agent need apprehend herself as exemplifying
the relevant value’s polar opposite to count as experiencing shame, nor that she need
apprehend her failure as indicating an incapacity to exemplify the valued trait even fo a
minimal degree.

I also wish to note here that I do not intend my characterizations of either shame or guilt to
imply a strong cognitivist theory of the emotions. I would like to leave room for the
possibility that the apprehension in question may be non-propositional.

9 Here I remain somewhat closer to Deonna et al.’s (2011) definition (cf. 114). I have inserted
‘affective’ into my characterizations of both ‘shame’ and ‘guilt’, since it seems that in either
case, one could apprehend the relevant facts in question and yet fail to feel the appropriate
emotion.

10 On this point, see for example Morris (1987); Deigh (1999); Murphy (1999); and Teroni &
Bruun (2011).

11 The use of the term ‘inappropriate’ here is meant to be non-pejorative, since the
inappropriateness of the emotion may rest on a mere cognitive or factual error, on the one
hand, or a psychological compulsion, on the other. In such cases, although the emotion may
rightly be said to be inappropriate in the sense of ‘misdirected’, it is non-culpably so.

2] am indebted to Steven Arkonovich for pointing me to this feature of substitutionary guilt.
Blacher (2000), too, notes that survivor’s guilt often involves the feeling of “getting more
than one’s share” (46).

13 In some cases of substitutionary guilt, the object of the agent’s guilt may simply be “some
action or another,” where the object of the agent’s guilt remains vague and undetermined.
In other cases, the agent may focus on an arbitrary incident prior to the traumatic event(s)
in question for which she was responsible and postulate a false causal connection between
that incident and her unfairly profiting.

14 Levi often conflates shame and guilt in his writing, but in this passage he is talking almost
exclusively of guilt. Of course, that he and his fellow survivors are likewise ashamed of the
being the kind of people who “had not done anything, or not enough, against the system
into which we had been absorbed” (76) should also come as no surprise.
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15 Whether the guilt feeling is “inappropriate” here will lie in the details of the action in
question. In some cases, we might think agents ought to feel guilty — as when a soldier
brutally beats a prisoner or shoots an innocent civilian. In such cases, the agent may rightly
feel responsible for a piece of wrongdoing, and it may be this very recognition that (in part)
leads to his traumatization by the incident. Such “mixed” instances, in which an agent is
traumatized by his role in perpetrating trauma, are worth exploring in more detail.
However, my main concern in this paper is with instances in which the agent cognitively
evaluates herself as having technically done nothing wrong and yet continues to experience
pervasive guilt for the action(s) in question.

16 Of course, in many cultures, the blame is in part often either explicitly or implicitly placed
on the victim herself, and this may also directly contribute to the survivor’s feelings of guilt.

17 In their chapter, “The Defining Moment of Psychological Trauma: What Makes a Traumatic
Event Traumatic?’, Everly & Lating (2003) suggest that one factor that makes a particular
event traumatic for an agent is a feeling of helplessness, of lack of self-efficacy or control
over a situation (45-7).

18 Alternatively, a soldier may admit that he willingly followed orders (that is, that he
exercised his autonomy in this respect), but he may still feel a lack of control regarding the
situation in general — or, say, regarding his ability to both follow orders and save the
innocent person. Indeed, one of the reasons moral dilemmas — e.g., in which fulfilling one’s
duty to X rules out fulfilling one’s duty to Y and vice versa — are so psychologically
conflicting might hinge on the fact that one perceives oneself as unable to fulfill the prima
facie demands of morality, namely to do both X and Y.

19 The idea of a disrupted explanatory worldview is another central feature of Everly &
Lating’s (2003) discussion of what makes an event traumatic for a person (cf. 36-8).

20 Cf., e.g., Malinowksi (1954) and Thompson et al. (1998). Cf. also Griffioen (forthcoming,
2013) for a closer discussion of the connection between lack of control and superstitious
belief, especially in sports contexts.

21 This may also explain why some experiences are perceived of as traumatic by some subjects
but not by others. Certain subjects may not apprehend the event(s) in question as restricting
their agency in ways as devastating as others do, or they may have other methods of coping
with the perceived failure of autonomy or integrity.

22 Whether or not feeling guilty is always accompanied by the belief that one is guilty is an
interesting question for further examination. But the fact that subjects who experience
survivor’s guilt also tend to experience a significant amount of cognitive dissonance
indicates that there is likely some perceived tension between feeling guilty and the
assessment that one has done nothing wrong — a tension that might be best explained by
recourse to conflicting beliefs.

2 Brison (2002) suggests, for example, that rape survivors take self-defense courses or engage
in political activism as means “to break out of the double bind of self-blame or helplessness”
(76).

2 [ would like to express my thanks, first and foremost, to Gry Ardal Printzlau, whose lively
discussion with me at the Tivoli Circus in Copenhagen planted the seeds of the ideas
developed in this paper. I am also grateful to Scott O’Leary, Steven Arkonovich, Alastair
Norcross, Christoph Jéger, Sarah Buss, Dina Emundts, Johannes Rusch and the Zentrum fiir
Psychiatrie Reichenau, and the members of the German Peace Psychology Association for
their comments and assistance. Finally, I would like to thank Alexander Gerner, Jorge de
Almeida Gongalves, and the other members of the Cognitive Foundations of the Self
Research Group for organizing the conference that led to the development of this paper in
its final form.

56



ASASE

Regaining the “Lost Self”: A Philosophical Analysis of Survivor’s Guilt

References

Agamben, G. (1999). Remnants of Auschwitz:
The witness and the archive. D. Heller-Roazen
(Trans.). New York: Zone Books. Holocaust.
Flamingo/Fontana Paperbacks

Bettelheim, B. (1976). "Reflections: Surviving."
The New Yorker, 2 August 1976, 31-52

___(1986). Surviving the Surviving. The New
Yorker, 39-52

Blacher, R. (2000). “Itisn’t fair”: Postoperative
depression and other manifestations of
survivor guilt.” General Hospital Psychiatry 22,
43-8

Brison, S. (2002). Aftermath: Violence and the
remaking of a self. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press

Deigh, J. (1999). “All Kinds of Guilt.” Law and
Philosophy 18(4), 313-25.
doi:10.1023/A:1006380226393

Deonna, J., et al (2011). In defense of shame: The
faces of an emotion. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Deonna, J. & Teroni, F. (2008). “Shame’s guilt
disproved.” Critical Quarterly 50(4), 65-72;
doi:10.1111/j.1467-8705.2008.00850.x

Everly, G. & Lating, J. (2003). Personality-

Guided Therapy for Posttraumatic ~Stress
Disorder. The American Psychological
Association

Frankl, V. (1978). The unheard cry for meaning:
Psychotherapy and humanism. New York:
Simon and Schuster

Griffioen, A. (forthcoming, 2013). “’Don’t step
on the foul line’: Baseball and the (ir-)
rationality of superstition in sports”

Janoff-Bulman, R. (1985). “The aftermath of
victimization: Rebuilding shattered
assumptions.” In: C. Figley (Ed.), Trauma and
Its Wake. Bristol, PA: Brunner/Mazel, 15-35

Janoff-Bulman, R. (1979). “Characterological
versus behavioral self-blame: Inquiries into
depression and rape.” Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology 37(10), 1798-1809

Kubany, E. et al (1996). “Development and
validation of the trauma-related guilt
inventory (TRGI).” Psychological Assessment,
8(4), 428-44. doi:10.1037/1040-3590.8.4.428

Levi, P. (1989). The drowned and the saved. New
York: Vintage Books

Leys, R. (2007). From guilt to shame: Auschwitz
and after. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press

Malinowski, B. (1954). Magic, science and
religion: and other essays. Garden City, NY:

Morris, H. (1987). “Non-moral guilt.” In: F.
Schoeman (Ed.), Responsibility, character,
and the emotions: New essays in moral
psychology. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 220-41

Murphy, J. (1999). Shame creeps through guilt
and feels like retribution. Law and
Philosophy, 18(4), 327-44.
doi:10.1023/A:1006332331845

Nietzsche, F. (1966). Beyond good and evil.
(W. Kaufmann, Trans.)). Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press. (Original work
published 1886)

Printzlau, G. (2011). Trust and ethical
selfhood. (Unpublished Ph.D. thesis). Faculty
of Theology: University of Copenhagen
Teroni, F. and Bruun, O. (2011). “Shame, guilt,
and morality.” Journal of Moral Philosophy,
8, 221-43. d0i:10.1163/174552411X563574
Thompson, S., Armstrong, W., & Thomas, C.
“Illusions of control, underestimations, and
accuracy: A control heuristic explanation.”
Psychological =~ Bulletin, 123(2), 143-61.
doi:10.1037/0033-2909.123.2.143

Williams, B. (1993). Shame and necessity.
Berkeley: University of California Press

57




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo false
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
    /Calibri-Light
    /Calibri-LightItalic
    /FranklinGothic-Book
    /FranklinGothic-BookItalic
    /FranklinGothic-Demi
    /FranklinGothic-DemiCond
    /FranklinGothic-DemiItalic
    /FranklinGothic-Heavy
    /FranklinGothic-HeavyItalic
    /FranklinGothic-Medium
    /FranklinGothic-MediumCond
    /FranklinGothic-MediumItalic
    /GoudyOldStyleT-Bold
    /GoudyOldStyleT-Italic
    /GoudyOldStyleT-Regular
    /PalatinoLinotype-Bold
    /PalatinoLinotype-BoldItalic
    /PalatinoLinotype-Italic
    /PalatinoLinotype-Roman
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 450
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 450
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<


    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e55464e1a65876863768467e5770b548c62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc666e901a554652d965874ef6768467e5770b548c52175370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>



    /HUN <>
    /ITA (Utilizzare queste impostazioni per creare documenti Adobe PDF adatti per visualizzare e stampare documenti aziendali in modo affidabile. I documenti PDF creati possono essere aperti con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 6.0 e versioni successive.)
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020be44c988b2c8c2a40020bb38c11cb97c0020c548c815c801c73cb85c0020bcf4ace00020c778c1c4d558b2940020b3700020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken waarmee zakelijke documenten betrouwbaar kunnen worden weergegeven en afgedrukt. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 6.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>


    /SKY <>

    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>

    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents suitable for reliable viewing and printing of business documents.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 6.0 and later.)
    /PTB <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice




