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n June 9, 1968, the N e w  York Times.  0 Magazine published an article by Dr. 
Michael Halberstam that raised and examined the 
question, “Are You Guilty of Murdering hiartin 
Luther King?” The question was addressed to all 
white Americans, and it presupposed a concept of 
collective or corporate white guilt. It was prompted 
by a. particular event, but its application was not 
limited to that event. As the question itself implied 
and Halberstam’s argument made clear, the question 
applied to problems of white guilt. and white racism 
as collective phenomena in the whole history of 
black-white relationships. 

The question was not unique at that time, for 
collective guilt had emerged as a fairly common 
aspect of social protest. Nor were attributions of 
collective guilt made only in the context of the 
analysis of racism. Then and in subsequent years 
American critics brought collective judgment upon 
themselves and their nation for the Vietnam war 
in general, for the hlylai massacre specifically, for 
maintaining in power autocratic and colonial re- 
gimes, and for the economic exploitation of the 
poorer peoples of the world. With the belated recog- 
nition of our government’s genocidal policies toward ’ 

the American Indian, we were informed that Custer 
died for our sins and that our hearts are buried at 
Wounded Knee. Quite evidently the concept of col- 
lective guilt had become fashionable, useful, and 
even respectable as a principle of interpretation and 
moral argument in the national crises of the late 
sixties and early seventies. 

However, only people with very short or very dull 
memories would fail to perceive that development 
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as a radical reversal of attitudes toward collective 
guilt that were shaped in the comparatively recent 
past. In the latter years of World War I1 and in the 
decade following, the concept of collective guilt was 
widely discussed-particularly in liberal academic 
and ecclesiastical circles-and ovenvhelmingly re- 
pudiated. To understand both why it was discussed 
and why it was repudiated one need only recall some 
of the events which forced it into public conscious- 
ness: reconsideration of the “war guilt” clause of the 
Versailles Treaty, the genocidal attack on the Jewish 
people, the collective stereotyping of wartime propa- 
ganda, the massive injustices of Japanese-American 
relocation, and the anti-Communist virus of “Mc- 
Carthyism” with its high fever of guilt by association. 

The bill of indictment presented against the con- 
cept included the following particulars: 

0 It  linked people to deeds with which they had 
no proximate and/or volitional connection. 

It brought. innocent people and moral monsters 
under a common judgment. 

It dissolved the necessary distinctions between 
minor transgressions and major crimes, 

It reduced the complexity of intergrou 
and counterclaims to simple and unarguab e moral 
judgments and demands. 

I t  erased the faces and histories of unique in- 
dividuals. 

It ignored the historic diversity and social plu- 
rality of designated “collectivities.” 

It predisposed groups to unrelenting, indis- 
criminate, unlimited warfare. 

0 It placed a summary judgment on human beings 
at conceptiofi and left them vulnerable to the execu- 
tion of sentence at the option of the “offended party” 
and at a time and in circumstances of the latter’s 
choosing. 

Given the weight of such charges, it was deemed 
impossible that the concept of collective guilt could 
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ever again be defended on moral and intellectual 
grounds. 

When the concept reappeared-ironically enough, 
in circles linked spiritually, intellectually, and often 
personally to the liberal groups and trends that 
earlier had rejected and denounced it-its proponents 
did not att’empt to clear the way for it by  refuting 
all the charges. Often they simply ignored the pre- 
vious history and its conclusions or waved them off 
without a hearing. Instead, they took as their starting 
point the corporate nature of the injustices they 
wished to consider and the means by which they 
were perpetuated. They pointed out that the wrongs 
had been and were being inflicted on identifiable 
groups by means of the organized power.of other 
groups. They argued that categories of social and 
moral analysis premised on individualism could not 
possibly suffice to explain, criticize, and correct this 
obviously social reality, but that categories premised 
on mutual interdependence, on a solidaristic view 
of human nature and relationships could do so. Inas- 
much as guilt clearly was present and could not be 
ascribed merely to individual culpability, it followed 
that guilt justifiably-and even necessarily-could be 
represented as corporate or collective; 

lthough those who supported the con- 
.. A cept of collective guilt did not begin 
challenging previously established objections, 

they nevertheless sought to deal with hvo principal 
criticisms by extending their basic line of reasoning. 
These criticisms were, f irst,  that the concept of col- 
lective guilt .made individuals culpable for offenses 
with which they had no connection in deed, place, 
or time, and second, that it declared them culpable 
for acts or conditions which they did not will to 
occur. . 

The first objecti,on was covered by establishing an 
indirect relationship of all group members to wrong- 
doing perpetrated through the agency of group 
power. No member of the group need be immediate- 
ly involved in the unjust exercise of group power 
in order to share the guilt which its exercise in- 
curred. Inasmuch as power is systemic and the sys- 
tem is created and sustained by the society of which 
it is an expression and instrument, it is enough simply 
to be a member of the society to be implicated in 
the workings of the system. 

The second objection was dealt with by using a 
concept of corporate consciousness. The corporate 
consciousness, it was asserted, is the repository of 
the fundamental myths that contain and. confirm 
group values and shape the self-understanding of 
the people. When the power of a group is used to 
oppress and exploit an out-group, one cannot attrib- 
ute that abuse merely to the perverseness of deci- 
sion-makers. That abuse manifests the real intention 
of the social myths, projected into institutions that 
are designed ( a )  to serve the social values and ( b )  
to perpetuate themselves in that service. The myths 
and their institutions are continuously validated by 
an ethos which socializes the consciousness of emer- 
gent generations; all generations affirm them, rein- 
force them, and carry them forward into the future. 
This solidarity in consciousness links individual voli- 
tion to institutional action with sufficient connective 
tissue to implicate the individual in the guilt of 
corporate action even though he or she is not clearly 
conscious of the willing. 

The social categorie2 employed in this argument- 
structure, system, relationnlity, ethos, and ethvicity- 
do in fact expose the inadequacy of individualistic 
categories to deal with the massive historic injustices 
in which American power and the American “story” 
ha\pe been and are involved. hloreover, they extend 
our understanding of the involvement of the individ- 
ui l  in guilt beyond the simple immediate relation- 
ship of willing and doing in delimited and localized 
contexts. In those respects, if they fail to establish 
a case for collective guilt, they do establish a new 
perspective on it which must be taken with great 
seriousness. 

But although they make it more difficult to be 
comfortable with the earlier repudiation of collective 
guilt, they do not conclude the matter. The case 
against collective guilt remains firm with respect to 
most of the charges. And even the answers to ques- 
tions dealing with individual involvement and voli- 
tion are not as conclusive as they might seem. The 
status of the concept, therefore, is that it is caught 
in apparently irreducible contradictions. The argu- 
ments for and against do not cancel each other out, 
nor does it seem as though they can be resolved 
into a higher synthesis. One is forced, therefore, to 
work through these contradictions and to assess their 
implications for moral argument and moral action. 
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To maintain some concreteness and focus I shall 
analyze the issues as they are expressed in dis- 
cussions of white racism and white guilt. 
In summary my argument is as follows: The two 

sets of conclusions concerning collective guilt are 
valid or at least enlightening in two different but 
related contexts, and the contradiction arises when 
the contexts are collapsed into each other. One con- 
text is moral argument, in which claims are estab- 
lished and actions validated by reference to com- 
monly accepted criteria of justifxation. Here the 
concept of collective guilt has no validity, at least 
so long as the individual person retains some dis- 
creteness of identity and is not simply absorbed into 
the collectivity. The other context is self-awareness, 
which discovers the concrete social and historical 
dimensions of selfhood as it expands. Here there can 
be no authentic understanding of the defects and 
pain of personal existence, no adequate coping with 
limitations and possibilities of present and future, 
unlesstthe self recognizes its solidarity in guilt as 
well as in honor with those groups from which it 
draws the major components of its identity. When 
the two contexts are collapsed into one, moral dis- 
course over racism remains at the expressive-evoca- 
tive level.“ The failure to distinguish the contexts 
and clarlfy the process of moral reasoning has serious 
results. It not only impairs the ability of whites to 
deal therapeutically with their racism, but also makes 
it more difficult to act rightfully and productively 
in the :struggle for racial justice. 

n his book M y  P ople Is the Encmy pub- 
lished in 1964 illiam Stringfellow re- 

between white racism and white guilt: 
counted I a dream which e ii ressed the connection 

On one of those steaming, stinkixig, stifling nights 
that summer brings ro Harlem tenements, I had a 
dream : 

In the dream, I was walking in Harlem on 125th 
Street, in broad daylight. I seemed to be the 
only white man in sight. The passers-by stared 
at me, ruefully. Then two Negroes stopped me 
and asked for a light. While I searched my 
pockets for a’match, one of them sank a knife 
into my belly. I fell. I bled. After a while, 1 
died. 

-I woke quickly. 
-I felt my stomach; there wi+n’t any blood. 
-I smoked a cigarette and thought about the 
dream : 

The assault in the dream seemed unprovoked 
and vicious. The death in the dream seemed 
useless and, therefore, all the more expensive. 
The victim in the dream seemed innocent of 
offense against those who murdered him. Ex- 
cept, the victim was a white man. The victim 
was murdered by black men because he was a 

white man. The murder was retribution. The 
motive was revenge. No white man is innocent. 
I am not innocent. 

-Then I cried. 

In Stringfellow’s account of his dream moral rea- 
soning is implicit rather than explicit. Nevertheless, 
the dramatic form of the account is useful to our 
inquiry because it accepts and confirms the two prin- 
cipal aspects of the role of collective guilt in moral 
deliberation. One aspect is the inclusiveness by means 
of which the concept closes out the relevance of 
individual culpability. The other is the tendency for 
attribution of collective guilt to become a summary’ 
moral statement that eliminates the need for criteria 
and stages of moral reasoning. 

The significance of the first aspect is that it is not. 
necessary to establish the par$culnr culpability of 
any particular member of an offending group in 
order to place just claims on or take action against 
him. Simply because he is a member of the group 
he is as guilty as any other member, and the totality 
of group guilt is his guilt. Therefore; he cannot claim 
immunity from any consequences of the rightful 
attribution of guilt to the collectivity. 

(If the term “collective guilt” is not meant in this 
comprehensive and solidaristic sense, its usage can 
point to nothing more than the sum of the guilt in- 
curred by individual group members in the context 
of particular . intergroup relationships. Understood 
in this way, individuals share in collective guilt only 
to the extent that they contribute to it, and claims 
may be laid on them and actions taken against them 
justifiably only with reference to their contributions. 
This approach mikes moral assessment and action 
extremely difficult, except where morally culpable 
action or inaction is clearly identifiable. All other 
judgments become so vague and subjective as to 
render them useless to the process of moral reason- 
ing. The former, by contrast, greatly simplifies the 
process of claim and action, particularly where the 
offenses of one group against another are of the 
magnitude, pervasiveness, and constancy of white 
oppression and exploitation of blacks in the United 
States. ) 

Stringfellow obviously is using “collective guilt” in 
the comprehensive and solidaristic sense. The victim 
in the dream seemed innocent, but he was not. He 
was a white man, and no white man is innocent. 
Despite ap earances of nonculpability, all whites 
carry the w f: ole burden of white guilt. 

The significance of the second aspect of collective 
guilt-its role as a summary moral statement-is that 
acceptance of the concept tends to engender a frame 

“The reference is to the first of H.D. Aiken’s four “levels 
of moral discourse,” set forth in his Reason and Conduct 
(New York, 1962). The other three levels are the moral, 
the ethical, and the postethical. 
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of mind which regards further moral limits as un- 
tenable and further moral distinctions as unnecessary 
once the linkage of the individual with’ corporate 
offenses has been established. One limitation that 
fades away immediately is the principle of discrimi- 
nation between the guilty and the innMent, the more 
guilty and the less guilty, the “combatants” -(in this 
case persons who by reason of office or special status 
or power make the group decisions and carry them 
out ) and “noncombatants.” “Just cause” for claims 
and actions against individuals or other constituents 
of the group need not be demonstrated in particu- 
larity if it has been established in general on the 
premise of collective guilt. “Proportionate damage” 
becomes inapplicable as a limiting criterion because 
of the enormity of group offenses and the refusal 
of demarcation of individuality. 

Other criteria of moral judgment are not subvert- 
ed so readily. Violent means are not validated by 
acceptance of the concept of collective giiilt if there 
are fundamental reasODs for approving only non- 
violent means. Nor does vengeance qualify auto- 
matically under the criterion of “just intention.” 

However, our original claim was that the--concept 
of collective guilt tended to become a summary 
judgment which excluded the need for further moral 
argument, not that it was by definition a fulfillment 
and termination of moral argument. Unfortunately, 
the tendency is a strong one, partly because the 
concept appears in a process of tribalization which 
moves toward Manichaean distinctions, and partly 
because the power of the concept lies in its capacity 
to eliminate inhibiting distinctions. For example, 
Stringfellow, in accepting the imputation of white 
guilt to an apparently innocent man, raised no ob- 
jection to killing, retribution, or revenge in the con- 
text of that acceptance. 

The authority of collective guilt as a summary 
moral statement obviously depends on whether its 
claim of inclusiveness can be justified. One must 
establish this before one can propose that the con- 
cept be used as a moral principle. At this level, of 
course, we have moved beyond moral deliberation 
to metaethics. 

As to the possibility of confirming the concept, I 
would assert the following: that collective guilt can 
be posited and its truth assumed as a matter of 
belief, but that its justifiability cannot be established 
by logical argument or findings of fact. To defend 
this assertion I shall examine the merits of the two 
arguments reported earlier, namely, systemic linkage 
and corporate consciousness. 

ccording to the k i t  argument, we be- A come bearers of group guilt by means 
of the linkage provided by participation in the struc- 
ture of group life and the system of group power. 
Either or both of two factors-complicity and bene- 
fit-demonstrate that the linkage with group guilt is 

not merely arbitrary. Complicity, in this context, does 
not imply that we support,or conspire directly in the 
committing of particular acts. It implies, rather, that 
we support a system of attitudes, values, and power 
which perpetrates injustices by reason of its systemic 
strength and its innate disposition and dynamism. 
And that certain€y is true. We are not passive or 
neutral toward the social housing we inhabit. We 
receive it, use it, reinforce it, and pass it on. That 
being the case, and assuming the correctness of 
charges made against the group’s systemic power, 
we can be charged justifiably with complicity. 

But that sort of complicity is not.sufficient to con- 
vict all whites of murderinghartin Luther King or 
to permit the drawing of the extreme conclusions of 
William Stringfellow’s dream reflection. To use and 
adapt Reinhold Niebuhr’s formula, there may be 
equality of sin, but there certainly is also inequality 
of guilt, and if guilt is unequal within a class, it 
cannot be attributed to all merpbers of a class as 
though all were equally guilty. The person who can- 
not bring himself to say ‘%lacks” instead of “nigras” 
is helping to perpetuate the language which supports 
a discriminatory system. But neither his complicity 
nor his guilt is equivalent to that of -an inner-city 
merchant who raises prices on the day welfare 
checks are due, or to that of legislators who gerry- 
mander district lines to disperse the potential voting 
power of a compacted black population. Complicity 
incurs guilt, but only to a degree which can be cor- 
related with the nature, scope, and intent of the 
complicity. It does not draw to itself the guilt of all 
offenses committed through the instrumentality of 
the institutions thusly sustained. 

Similar difficulties are raised by the claim that we 
bear the guilt of the whole system because we bene- 
fit from the system. It is doubtful that any white 
person really knows the extent to which he or’ ihe 
receives benefits from American society simply by 
reason of being white rather than black. Unless one 
lives .inescapably in the prison of imposed racial re- 
strictions, one has but a limited awareness of how 
comprehensive the system of restrictions really is. i”o 
benefit from such a cruelly arbitrary system is to 
incur guilt. To be white is to benefit from being 
white and not black. Therefore to be white is to 
incur guilt by reason of the benefits. 

If the category of “benefit” could be used so sim- 
plistically and without recognition of its complexity, 
it might suffice to insure the case for the inclusive- 
ness of collective guilt. But of course it cannot. There 
is immense variation in the social, psychological, 
economic, and political benefits which W e r e n t  
whites receive from a racially discriminatory system, 
and that disparitjl alone should suffice to preclude 
the full transference of group &t to any individual 
on the grounds of received benefit. But an even 
weightier objection is that some whites use the at- 
titudes and institutions of racism to control and de- 
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fraud other whites and leave them with nothing 
other than the perilous and economically insufficient 
benefit of having a white skin. Moreover, it is neither 
irrelevant nor unfair to point out-as Black Power 
literature often has done-that some blacks receive 
material benefits from a racially segregated society. 
I readily grant that no white person should judge 
these material benefits to be adequate compensation 
for the offenses perpetrated by white racism. But I 
cite the phenomenon because, however it may be 
weighed against the detriments, it is a demonstrable 
instance of benefits received from a racist system, 
and it documents the fallacy of linking collective 
guilt simply through the fact of benefits. 

Ultimately the fatal flaw in the “complicity” and 
“benefit” arguments is that they assume individual 
culpability as the normative limit to the attribution 
of gullt, and they attempt to justify the concept of 
collective guilt by demonstrating that all individuals 
are in fact culpable and therefore deserving of bear- 
ing the collective burden. However, as our analysis 
has shown, it is simply not possible to start at that 
point and make the‘ case for bringing the whole 
weight of collective guilt with its resultant claims 
and actions back to the individual member. If one 
begins with individual culpability, one cannot escape 
from the limits to justification which it imposes. 

n the effort to justify the inclusiveness of I collective guilt and the transferring of 
group .guilt to the individual, the second argument 
appeals to the reality and socializing power of a 
corporate consciousness. However persuasive this 
argument appears at first glance, it too fails to estab- 
lish justification. Immediately we must ask whether 
our wills remain our own in this process of socializa- 
tion. If they do remain our own, we may indeed be 
guilty in ways that are characteristic of the group, 
but we do not always and inevitably act in accord 
with the demonic tendencies of group myths. There- 
fore we can be charged with guilt only to the limits 
of our willing (which comprehends passive accep- 
tance as well as positive endorsement) and not to 
the limits of the action of the total group expressed 
through other individuals and corporate instruments. 
If our wills do not remain our ow“, we are guilty 
of nothing, for the offenses committed have not been 
accessible to our opposition or support. K.R. Min.0- 
giie sets forth this dilemma as follows: 

. . . the moment individuals are treated as merely 
the effect of conditioning, there they cease to be 
persons, and since guilt can only attach to persons, 
there is no subject to whom it may be attributed. 
‘In other words, if everybod). is guilty, then logical- 
ly no one is guilty. This kind of reasoning cannot 
avoid the logical fork: Either behavior is explained 
in scient& terms as the effect of causes, in which 
case it makes no sense to add such terms as “guilt” 

at all, or else the behavior is treated as the moral . 
decision of the people directly involved, in which 
case responsibility cannot be extended beyond this 
circle (“On the Fashionable Idea of National 
Guilt,” American Scholar, Spring, 1970). 

Similarly, we must ask whether our minds remain 
our own if there is such a thing as “Forporate con- 
sciousness.” The dilemma uncovered by this question 
is the same as that revealed by the question con- 
cerning the will. Granted that’ knowledge, percep- 
tion, and understanding are shaped by the social 
matrix and social interaction, can guilt be attributed 
to thinking that is merely the effect of causes? But 
the consciousness issue has an additional dimension. 
Does “corporate consciousness” actually have corpo- 
rate reality? Is there,a “group mind,” and if so, is 
the individual mind anything more than an epiphe- 
nomenon? “Croup mind” is fully consistent with col- 
lective guilt in the most inclusive sense, but it is 
completely inconsistent with significant individuality. 
To accept the Feality of a “group mind” is to imply 
the docetic nature of individual minds, and thereby 
to remove the objections of collective guilt. But if 
“group mind” has no reality, only individual minds 
remain, and individual minds which truly are in- 
dividual cannot be so nicely coordinated in wrong- 
doing as to justify the attribution of collective guilt 
to all of them. The burden of proof in this argument 
clearly is on those who assert the reality of a “group 
mind,” because the-existence of such a thing is not 
demonstrable, We have evperience only of individual 
minds. 

We must push the analysis a step further with 
regard to both of these supportive claims by asking 
to what extent “whites” really constitute a group 
that incurs guilt through its corporate actions. Col- 
lective guilt has enjoyed its most sustained and un- 
questioned authority as an operational moral prin- 
ciple in those intergroup relationships where the 
“collectivities” under reference have been character- 
ized by tight sociological integrity reinforced by 
consanguinity and sustained by tradition. These 
characteristics are present in tribes and clans which 
conduct vendettas and blood feuds on the implied 
principle that individual members are little more 
than extensions and expressions o f .  the groups to 
which they belong. Insofar as the assumption has 
substance, it is attributable to the fact that this group 
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is the rincipal-if not the only-source of the ‘in- 
dividuars identity. 

Where these characteristics are not present, at 
least to the same degree, the authority of the con- 
cept of collective guilt is generated by the passions 
of intergroup conflict, which strip the individual of 
his concrete multirelationalify and assign him iden- 
tity in the framework of a unidimensional stereotype. 
This tendency is common in modem international 
conflict, and is its most dangerous psychological 
attribute. 

Whites in the United States do not constitute a 
collectivity of the former kind. It is true that the 
attitudes and values of white racism are powerfully 
pervasive, and that few whites, if any, escape their 
influence. It is also true that whites have constructed 
a system of institutional arrangements designed to 
control, exploit, and oppress blacks. But whites in 

States are not simply “white.” They 
emerge the unit3 h’ oricalry, whether singly or corporately, 
at the confluence of numerous and diverse relation- 
ships which contribute to the formation of vaned 
and multidimensional identities. Nor is “whiteness” 
always and everywhere the dominant element in 
this mix, although it tends to be in direct ratio to 
proximity to blacks. Until recently at least it was 
more important in New Britain, Connecticut, to 
assert that one’s origins were Polish rather than 
Italian (or vice versa) than to idenhfy oneself as 
white rather than black. The inference to be drawn 
from this analysis is that “white guilt” cannot be 
ascribed uqvocally and without further qualification 
either to individual white people or to white people 
taken collectively. “Whiteness” also comes to expres- 
sion in social attitudes and institutions, but neither 
the attitudes nor the institutions are products of. an 
organically unified tribe of “whites.” Therefore, the 
attribution of “white guilt” collectively is more on 
the order of the unidimensional stereotyping of in- 
ternational conflict than of the sociologically more 
tenable linkage of individuals with integral tribes 
and clans. 

riting in 1969 in support of the Black W- Manifesto and white reparations to 
blacks, William Stringfellow argued for collective 
white guilt on ‘a theological basis. T h e  doctrine of 
the Fall,” he wrote, “is that all men are consequen- 
tially related to one another in all things throughout 
all of time, so that each man bears moral responsi- 
bil ie for that which befalls every other man. In the 
New Testament, one of the cosmic dimensions be- 
held in the drama of the Crucifixion is the cowra te  
guilt of all mankind throughout the ages (and not 
the particular guilt of some hapless pharisees or 
soldiers contemporaneous with the event).” The 
problem with Shingfellow’s argument is that if cor- 
porate gurlt is conceived as universal in scope, the 
guilty body in question is the entire human race 

and not any particular group set off from the rest. 
Blacks presumably are as guilty of white crimes as 
are whites because “each man bears moral responsi- 
bility for that which befalls evefy other man.” Surely 
Stringfellow does not want to draw that conclubon, 
and surely he would not accept it. But he does not 
guard against it, and he does not demonstrate how 
this universal concept establishes the corporate guilt 
of collectivities of less than universal scope. Had he 
done so he would not have been able to avoid the 
implication that all Jews are guilty of the crucifixion 
of Christ. (Stringfellow also supports his theological 
case for collective guilt with the indisputable evi- 
dence of support for the concept in the Old Testa- 
ment, but he fails to mention the repudiation of the 
concept in Jeremiah 31: 29,30 and Ezekiel 18: 1-20.) 

Karl Jaspers’s concept of “meta hysical guilt” is 

universal human gullt, although it is grounded philo- 
sophically rather than theologically. Jaspers wrote: 
“There exists a solidarity among men as human 
beings that makes each co-responsible for every 
wrong and every injustice in the world. , . . Meta- 
physical guilt is the lack of absolute solidarity with 
human beings as such. . . .” One incurs metaphysical 
guilt, for example, simply by being alive after an- 
other human being has been unjustly killed, particu- 
larly if one had some proximity to the crime. But 
although Jaspers is writing of the guilt of Germans 
vis-A-vis Nazi crimes in general and the extermina- 
tion of the Jews in particular, he does not use meta- 
physical guilt as an argument for “corporate guilt.” 
Apparently he recognizes that precisely because this 
concept establishes the gullt of all individual persons 
by reason of their common humanity, it cannot be 
used to establish the special gullt of any particular 
segment of humanity. 

I now feel able to draw a sound conclusion con- 
cerning this aspect of the problem of collective guiIt: 
The concept of collective guilt is untenable as a 
principle of moral action. Guilt, in the process of 
moral deliberation, always is individual guilt. Al- 
though as social beings our social interactions and 
cultural and institutional involvement may provide 
the occasions for gullty acts and attitudes, we do not 
thus become liable for all the guilt of all the occa- 
sions arising from this milieu and its processes. Al- 
though the consequences of actions that establish 
individual guilt may fall on others because of our 
social relatedness, they may not be brought justifia- 
bly on others deliberately on the assumption that 
social relatedness makes the others guilty. Once in- 

ersonality has achieved visibility over 
against tri g al unity and individual responsibility has 
become fundamental to the moral process, there is 
no way to move from there to an inclusive concept 
of collective guilt by means of logical argument or 
empirical analysis. One must ground collective guilt 
in a belief in corporate personality which repudiates 

similar if not identical to Stringfe E ow’s concept of 
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the tlniqueness and value of individual personality 
and therefore finds no need to resolve the questions 
posed by individual responsibility and culpability. 
If that happens, the concept of collective guilt can 
activate its tendency to become a summary moral 
judgment. 

lthough the concept of collective guilt A is untenable as a category of moral 
reasoning, it nonetheless happens that persons of 
high moral sensitivity experience collective guilt as 
their guilt and feel impelled to follow through on 
its implications for individual responsibility. I am 
not speaking of the moral masochists who enjoy 
their guilt and would gain some emotional relief 
from having black persons kick them in the gut. I 
am speaking rather of people who might agree with 
most if not all of the objections I have raised to the 
concept in the context of moral deliberation, but 
who cannot thereby satisfy an inner conviction that 
these objections do not make an end of the matter. 

This inner conviction, which I share, is not mis- 
taken. It arises from the fact that the self identifies 
with the persons, groups, and mavements which con- 
fer its identity, and through this identification takes 
to itself both their glory and their shame. The pro- 
cess of identification is not merely a lateral one con- 
fined to relationships of the moment. It has an his- 
torical dimension that operates through memory to 
link the self with histones other than that through 
which it has lived, and these histories become the 
history of the self, As H.R. Niebuhr wrote in The 
Meaning of Reuelation: 

When men enter into a new community they not 
only share the present life of their new companions 
but also adopt as their own the past history of 
their fellows. So immigrants do not become true 
members of the American communky until they 
have leamed to call the Pilgrims and the men of 
1776 their fathers and to regard the torment of 
the Civil War as somehow their own. 

The self’s memory therefore provides a track on 
which the guilt of other persons in other ages can 
run into the present, and the identification of the 
self with selected or given historical antecedents 
provides the coupling mechanism by which their 
guilt becomes my guilt. 

Insofar as these observations pertain to white 
racism and white guilt, we note that identification 
is partly given and partly chosen. A white person 
in this white society identifies with, and is identified 
with, other whites whether he or she likes it or not. 
That much is given. But some degree of identifica- 
tion is chosen, particularly in view of the fact that 
all whites in the United States are descendants of 
immigrants, and most of them have a shorter Ameri- 
can ancestry than do black Americans. With regard 
to the context of moral deliberation, it is justifiable 

. 

for the children of recent immigrants (as indeed it 
is for any white children) to maintain that they 
should not be held accountable for almost four hun- 
dred years of white oppression of blacks. With re- 

’ gard to the substance of selfhood the protestation 
is less convincing, because the society which they 
make their own is white societj., and the fathers 
which they choose as their fathers are the Pilgrims 
and the men of 1776, and not Nat Turner or Marcus 
Garvey. 

But those associations merely create the possibility 
of the invasion of consciousness by collective guilt. 
They do not make collective guilt a constant or even 
necessary feature of white consciousness. As Niebuhr 
points out, all persons attempt to construct a favor- 

‘able self-image, and therefore they try to forget or 
destroy those elements of their own past or the ap- 
propriated past which are unfavorable. What is 
necessary to activate the experience of collective 
guilt in self-awareness is a revelatory event which 
shakes and shatters the glasses of vision and brings 
into view the %idden relationships and repressed 
deeds which the memory contains but keeps from 
sight. 

t is in this context, and only in this con- I text, that the question “Are You Guilty. 
of Murdering Martin Luther King?” makes sense. , 
For the murder of Dr. King was a revelatory event 
which not only exposed the meaning of the struggle 
for black liberation but also illuminated the partly 
shadowed patterns and structures of institutional 
and attitudinal white racism. If some whites felt 
elated because of the assassination, and others felt 
nothing at all, at least some felt guilty-despite re- 
moteness from the crime in space, complicity, intent. 

But what, specifically, did the event illuminate 
that became occasions for the experience of collec- 
tive guilt? Here I must speak autobiographically 
and out of my own memory. 

First, the event disclosed personal location in a 
status and set of relationships into which selfhood 
was woven, and which were the bearers of moral 
evil. 

Second, it brought to mind specific, characteris- 
tically racist attitudes and actions which are cus- 
tomary and not accidental in my mode of thinking 
and acting, and showed how their effects are multi- 
plied through the instruments and institutions of a 
racist system. 

Third, it evoked an angry solidarity with the per- 
sons who across the centuries had created, sustained, 
and enforced the system. Angry-because ’ at that 
moment my attitude toward the whole work was one 
of disapproval, revulsion, and repudiation. Solidarity 
-because they were my ancestors and kinfolk, 
whether by blood or by adoption. 

Obviously, the whole picture was not one of col- 
lective guilt, for some elements stood out as pecu- 
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liarly my own. But collective guilt was powerfully 
present, and even where individual culpability could 
be distinguished it could not be separated out. 

Why then can one speak meaningfully and justi- 
fiably of collective 'guilt in this context if one cannot 
speak of it thus in the other? How can collective 
guilt have reality in the dimensions of selfhood if 
it has none for the interpersonal deliberations over 
moral accountability? The explanation is the selec- 
tive and unifying capacity of self-awareness, espe- 
cially in its historical mode as memory. The self 
views the present and the past selectively, and from 
what it selects it creates, relates to, and inhabits a 
world that is never exactly the same as the world 
of other selves. It does not create out of nothing, but 
neither does it create out of everything. And what 
it creates is not and cannot be an exact reproduction 
of the totality of what is. When the memory brings 
history to the present experience of the self, it does 
not bring the whole of history, nor does it bring 
history as it happened. It selects and organizes, and 
imposes unity and meaning. Whites have oppressed 
blacks throughout the history of this land, but there 
is no unified "history of white oppression" except 
that which historical reason creates. Nor is there 
any unity of the white race in this oppression, except 
what the self with its problematical identitjt projects. 

Collectivities which could support a concept of 
collective guilt are real to the responding self. They 
are not real otherwise. Because they are real to the 
self, they confront it with a defect in selfhood- 
indeed, a corruption of selfhood-which demands a 
plan of salvation that goes to the root of the disorder. 
Because they are unreal to empirical study and logi- 
cally incompatible with individual culpability, they 
cannot bring collective guilt rightfully into the realm 
of moral discourse. 

he two contexts of collective guilt de- T scribed correspond to H.R. Niebuhr's 
distinction between external and internal history. 
External history is that history which is viewed by 
an uninvolved observer and can be studied scien- 
tifically. It is in this framework of history that we 
study the effects of the concept of collective guilt 
and recognize it as a dehumanizing and violently 
destructive doctrine. It is in this framework also 
that we conduct the process of moral deliberation, 
assessing moral claims and making moral judgments 
with reference to justifiable expectations and in .the 
light of factual knowledge of situations and events. 
Collective guilt hiis no standing in this process as 
an operational moral principle, and for that reason 
and also because of its known deleterious.effects in 
intergroup conflict it is repudiated from the "ex- 
ternal history" perspective on human existence. 

Internal history is the history of the self, known 
in its fullness only to the self and best portrayed by 
dramatic images. Collective guilt is a principle of 

historical construction in this framework. From the 
standpoint of moral reasoning in external histofy it 
is nonetheless an unjustifiable principle, and there- 
fore it creates false histories. Wheth6r or not this 
charge is wholly warranted, the self nevertheless 
creates unities where unity is only suggested by 
external history, and then incorporates these unities 
into self-construction and self-understanding. When 
the individual self, having gained sensitivity, comes 
to recognize the pernicious elements in its history, 
it experiences them as disorder in the soul-as de- 
fects and burdens which hinder its quest for freedom, 
truth, and wholeness of being. In this condition of 
alienation and despair, the concept 01 collective guilt 
-although having no saving power itself-helps to 
explain the source and nature of the disorder and 
offer clues to the form in which salvation must come. 

Ultimately salvation must come through the emer- 
gence of a new history of a new community which 
embraces the groups and individuals whose conflict 
provides the occasion and substance for the allega- 
tions and experience of guilt, both individual and 
collective. To anaIyzethat process and its possibili- 
ties 'and limits is beyond &.,scope of this essay. 
What is within the scope-and ixyieed the necessity 
-of our present concern is to insist that no begin- 
nings on a new history will be possible if the contexts 
of collective guilt are not distinguished and accord- 
ed their proper significance. If there is failure at that 
point, and if the two contexts are conflated, we can 
anticipate the following consequences: 

1. Moral discourse will remain at the emotive 
level, unable to formulate and apply moral rules 
clearly and critically, and impotent to establish its 

2. Justice, the first order of business for a racist 
society, will be subordinated to a desire for ven- 
geance on one side and self-flagellatio@ or self- 
centered deliverance on the other. 

3. Efforts to deal redemptively with white racism 
will become preoccupied with expiation, which is 
futile-particularly with reference to what is repre- 
sented as "accumulative, inherited guilt"-and will 
fail to see the primacy of the need to reconstruct 
personal and structural relationships. 

4. Reconciliation, the work of God and the truly 
human fulfillment of mankind, will become yet more 
remote as tribalistic stereotypes supplant concrete 
personality and intragroup diversity. 

External and internal history interpenetrate in 
events, as do individuality and sociality in selfhood. 
That is not to be denied. But if the interpenetration 
should not be denied, neither should the distinctions 
be obscured. It seems unlikely that we shall be able 
to account for the truth in the two.perspectives on 
collective guilt or to CO with the guilt elemknts 

clarification and to correlate our responsibilities with 
its results. 

first principles. C 

in white racism if we p" ail to pursue this work of 


