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Summaries

Rethinking Survivor Guilt: An Attempt at
Philosophical Interpretation

Satoshi Fukuma

In this paper I investigate the emotion of guilt, especially survivor guilt, to
find moral significance in it.

After the Great East Japan Earthquake and tsunami (March 11, 2011) and
the subsequent large-scale radiation leak that occurred at the Fukushima No. 1
(Dai-Ichi) nuclear power plant, many Japanese became depressed, suffered from
fatigue, and then felt a vague sense of fear about their own future. One cause of this
mood may be our feeling of regret, uneasiness, sorriness, and unbearableness, thac
is, our feeling of guilt about the victims of the disaster and the refugees who were
evacuated from Fukushima Prefecture. In general, this guilt feeling is called survivor
guilr.

Phenomenon of survivor guilt has been mainly scudied in the fields of
psychology from pathological and/or evolutionary viewpoints. It is narrowly
defined as guilt over surviving the deach of a loved one, or broadly defined as
guilt about being better off than others. The important feature of this guilt is that
it is not directly connected with our voluntary wrong actions. Guilt, especially
moral guilt, is an emotion one feels over disobeying a rule or command whose
auchority one accepts; in this case, the guilt is characterized as the feeling one has
about one’s wrongdoing. Typically, wrongdoing that is under one’s control and for

which one can take responsibility is an appropriate object of one’s feeling of guilc.
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However, according to this characterization of guilt, survivor guilt seems to be an
inappropriate and irrational emotion.

Then, would feeling survivor guilt based on the irrational belief of having
done wrong to other be inappropriate? Survivor guilt is the one type of guilt called
“guile withoue transgression.” Is guile without transgression (or indirect guile)
an appropriate emotion? I think that there are three positions about this issue.
The firse is the view that survivor guile is an inappropriate emotion (J. Rawls,
T. Scanlon, and R. Wallace); the second is the view that it is an appropriate but
not moral emotion (H. Morris); the third is the view that it is an appropriate and
moral emotion (P. Greenspan). I agree with Greenspan to a certain extent, however,
I feel that her argument is still incomplete and would benefit from additional
components (the analysis of meta-emotions in the appraisal theory and Wacsuji’s
concepts of trust and guilt), which I will explain.

In this paper, from a philosophical perspective I try to investigate phenomenon
of survivor guilt which survivors feel in the wake of the loss of cheir family and close
friends (that is, a narrow definition of survivor guilt), and explicate its features and
practical meaning to justify our having this guile feeling in terms of the fact thac
only moral superiors can have it rationally and appropriately. I want to show the

necessity to examine the issue of survivor guilt from more than one perspective.
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