
Guilt feelings - agony and chance
We have done something wrong, maybe even harmed someone. We had doubts, fears before, were 
uncertain but did not listen to our feelings, disregarded them. Maybe we want to get something that 
did not belong to us, maybe we desired a person who belonged to someone else, maybe gained 
advantage by at the expense of others, have lied and deceived. With this action we have offended 
against the internal validation system of our childhood. Maybe we were even successful, got what 
we wanted. Then we get quite perplex realizing that we can not really be happy about our “gain”. 
We feel uneasy, walk around, brood, pull back, are unfocussed, regret, blame ourselves for having 
done this, in short: we have guilt feelings. Psychological theories say that we have achieved our 
gain with too little effort, less than assumed and that our emotional system would react with guilt 
feeling to such a quick success.

Initially we try to belittle and deny the damage we have caused, to attribute the fault to others, the 
circumstances or even to the victim. The guy did not have to have his purse lying around, says the 
thief; the state imposes too many taxes, says the tax cheater. If my wife wouldn’t have flirted with 
the other guy she would not be in hospital now, says the batter. If the person would have changed I 
would not have left him/her, says the person who leaves. Then we realize that all these excuses do 
not really relieve our agony. Now we try to re-establish to the old condition, to make our deed 
undone, pay with money. This, of course, does not work too, what happened cannot be made 
undone.

We talk to others about our mistakes, everybody will react differently, some people will turn away 
from us. Maybe we ask for forgiving, do penance. Slowly we come to understand that the guilt 
feeling will remain, no matter what we do about it. Now we begin to integrate it, to analyse our 
mistake. We come to realize what went wrong in the first place, make plans that it does not happen 
again, “I do not want to fall that deep”. We wonder how we could do better next time.

We have begun to make our guilt feelings fruitful for us and our further life, to improve, maybe 
rethink to change our behavior. All of a sudden our environment starts to react more positively, our 
efforts are respected, we are forgiven. “He/she really tries to learn from his/her experience, tries to 
change. At the end of the process it is very important for our mental health that we can forgive us, 
too. 

There are many different kinds of guilt reactions, most people, of course, will react appropriately. 
Mainly dependent, insecure and anxious people have to deal with guilt feelings. Only thinking they 
could hurt others emotions is followed by guilt feelings. The other extreme are totally irresponsible 
people, in whom even a murderer would not cause any feelings of guilt. The latter usually are 
psychologically dissocial personalities who regularly commit crimes. Often further criminals can be 
found in their families (heredity?) or they were raised totally ruthless. The first group of people 
should participate in depth psychotherapy, the latter one – if at all – should be treated with a special 
cognitive behavioural therapy in a forensic hospital.


