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Abstract: George Kelly gave much attention to guilt as a psychological construct of transition and as an 
important emotional experience centrally involved in the construction of the self. It is argued here that 
when his writings are read in detail the construct of guilt is seen to bear a remarkable similarity to shame 
as usually understood. The consequences of working with Kelly’s particular construction of guilt are 
considered and particularly in the light of more recent psychological and bio psychosocial research. 
Exploring guilt also raises the interesting question of the relationship between core and core role 
constructs. Finally, it is argued that Kelly’s attention to the “other in the self” (relational ontology) is a most 
valuable contribution and one which his understanding of guilt illustrates, above all else. 
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An inquiry 

The Irish proverb Doras feasa fiafraighe (questioning is the door to knowledge) is a recognition of how 
important enquiring can be. To question, to enquire, holds the potential for movement and change. My 
intention in writing this article is to describe my exploration of Kelly’s writings on guilt, one which has 
helped me to clarify ways of responding to particular experiences and more especially in a domain where 
PCP ideas and practices are not widespread. The wish to revisit Kelly’s ideas on guilt arose out of working 
alongside of, and with, members of an ethnic minority group in Ireland, the Traveller community. Guilt, as 
we usually understand it, i.e. implying moral culpability, is not especially foregrounded in such work. In 
contrast, shame is frequently named as a lived experience in research, therapy and "about life" 
conversations with members of the Irish Traveller community (Hayes, 2006; Irish Government Report, 
1995; McDonagh, 2012; Okely, 1994; OSullivan, 2002). Travellers speak with a fine-tuned recognition of 
how they experience themselves as viewed, largely negatively, by the majority community in Ireland and, 
very often, as unwelcome outsiders despite being Irish (Helleiner, 2000; MacGreil, 2011). The sense of 
shame is especially "re-ignited" for individual Travellers when the media carry stories describing difference 
but especially of wrongdoing (fights, criminality, alcohol abuse, domestic violence) and in a way which 
seems to assume all Travellers can be so described. And, as Rosaleen McDonagh, a Traveller woman 
activist, wrote: “an imposed collective shame is difficult to shrug off” (2013). 

In view of the resource I have always experienced Personal Construct Theory to be, it was inevitable that I 
would turn with curiosity to it when questioning my understanding of shame. Kelly makes very few 
references to shame in any of his writings and, as a construct, it is also largely absent from the indices of 
PCP literature and in the reports of work by later PCP writers and practitioners, an exception being McCoy 
(1977). However, I found many resonances between guilt as described in PCT and how shame experiences 
were being described in the Traveller community. On sharing my emerging enquiries with a 
psychotherapeutic colleague, who is a member of the Traveller community but not versed in PCP, I 
experienced a familiar reaction, one which I believe is similar to that described by Button (1996) as “a 
perplexed look when straying into (such) personal construct theory language” - “even in the psychological 
community” (p. 142). I also recognised that the use of the word "guilt" may carry with it an accusatory tone, 
suggesting responsibility for their shame on the part of those who describe experiencing shame e.g. 
members of the minority Traveller community in their relationships with the majority (settled) community. 
I was concerned that without revisiting my sense of Kelly’s use of the construct of "guilt" and how I wished 
to use it, that I might, however unintentionally, carry an understanding of guilt as implying moral 
responsibility, complicating further the power imbalance involved in the consultation process (Foucault, 
1980). How could such a response be experienced as supportive by the woman who says “I used to be 
ashamed of meeting the settled people” or the woman who, both sadly and angrily, describes the need to 
change a preferred way of dressing in order to “blend in - you'd go on apologizing for yourself” but when 
“I’d meet a settled woman I’d be ashamed - I knew, I thought - they were still looking down on us” 
(OSullivan, 2002, p.49). 
I was also becoming aware of the growing body of recent psychological research on shame and guilt, 
amongst other of the self-conscious emotions. Tangney (2003) describes the self-conscious emotions as 
those “evoked by self-reflection and self-evaluation” and as “fundamentally emotions of self-regulation” 
(p.384). She includes in this category shame, guilt, embarrassment and pride. I wondered how such work 
might be informing and how, simultaneously, I could continue to mine a PCP perspective and approach 
since that is where I am most comfortable, personally and professionally. And so I have been led by these 
questions to the exploration I am describing here. My hope is to engage in a creative questioning process 
that may lead to transcending the obvious, e.g. that Kelly or a PCP perspective had little to say on shame. 
In this exploration I also have in mind Kelly’s emphasis (1969a, p.149) on the invitational ("as if this - then 
what") rather than indicative grammatical mood so that I do not see this exploration as leading to a "real 
truth" but rather to ways forward that I may take. 

 
Shame and guilt in PCP 
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In Table 1 I highlight the way Kelly chooses to speak of guilt and how this contrasts with the more usual 
descriptions and definitions. In the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) definitions of the terms, there is an 
emphasis on shame as a socially-embedded experience, whereas guilt is defined as involving a sense of 
responsibility for something regarded as morally wrong, reprehensible etc. For the purposes of his 
theoretical perspective and its constructivist implications, Kelly provides a particular and restricted 
definition of guilt which refers “to a condition of the person’s construction system” (1955b, p.489). That 
condition Kelly describes as one embedded in the socio-relational domain so that guilt, in this definition, 
involves “the loss of status within the core role constructions” (ibidem, p.503) and culpability (or a sense of 
culpability) “may or may not be involved” (Kelly, 1969a, p.179). Core role constructions are described by 
Kelly as “those frames which enable one to predict and control the essential interactions of himself (sic) 
with other persons and with societal groups of persons” (1955b, p.502) and constituting one’s core role. 
But such a role is enacted “not merely according to what the other person appears to approve or 
disapprove” but “according to what he (sic) believes another person thinks”. The latter, Kelly proposes, is 
“one’s deepest understanding of being maintained as a social being” (p.502). And so the loss of status 
within one’s core role (an awareness of guilt in Kellyan terms) points very directly I believe to what is more 
usually described as the experience of shame. 

 

 

GUILT – 
Oxford English Dictionary 

GUILT as defined by Kelly SHAME – 
Oxford English Dictionary 

Culpability (responsible); 
blameworthy; the feeling of 
being culpable. 

The fact (sic) of having 
committed a specified or 
implied offence. 

“Guilt refers to a condition of the 
person’s construction system and 
not to society’s judgement of 
one’s moral culpability” (1955b, 
p.489). 

“Guilt is the awareness of 
dislodgement of the self from 
one’s core role structure” (1955c, 
p.565). 

“Guilt, in the personal construct 
theoretical system, then, becomes 
the sense of loss of role” (1969a, 
p.179). 

Embarrassment, humiliation, 
mortification, chagrin, ignominy, 
shamefacedness, loss of face, 
abashment. 

A state of disgrace, discredit or 
intense regret. 

Table 1: Definition of Guilt and Shame 
 

 

Whilst so rarely mentioning shame, it is also clear that from the outset Kelly held to a fine distinction 
between moral guilt and guilt as in core role loss. But in one of his most personal articles, Confusion and the 
Clock (1978), Kelly speaks of experiencing shame and guilt. Following a sudden and painful cardiac incident, 
he wrote (1978, p.222) that “I felt uncomfortably responsible” but that he “still felt rebellious against doing 
the things that people say would have avoided it. So, not only did I feel ashamed, responsible, and stupid; I 
also felt unrepentant”. I interpret this as Kelly suggesting to us that he felt "ashamed" because he was not 
being the person, husband or father that he aspired to be within his family or that he believed was 
expected of him. But he is telling us that he did not feel "guilty" (or repentant) as in morally responsible for 
a morally reprehensible transgression. I think this paragraph demonstrates Kelly making a distinction 
between guilt and shame but using the construct "shame" where to be consistent with a PCP perspective 
one might expect him to speak of "guilt". Indeed, later on in that chapter he writes that: 
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“The part of the experience that more particularly might be called "guilt" - the sense of loss of role, the 
failure to live up to my own expectations in relation to those closest to me - was the most difficult to get 
hold of” (ibidem, p.232). Here Kelly is clearly drawing on a PCP definition of guilt. 

Paul Gilbert (1998), a researcher and clinical psychologist taking a biopsychosocial position on the self- 
conscious emotions, has reviewed the wide-ranging field of research and theorising on shame. He 
concluded that it is difficult “to be clear what kind of affect shame is” because there are “many yet-to-be- 
resolved issues, including definitional ones” (1998, p.29). He argues however that the experience of shame 
is about being in the world as a “self one does not wish to be” and sees it as an “involuntary response to an 
awareness that one has lost status and is devalued” (ibidem, p.30). More recently, Gilbert (2007) places an 
understanding of shame and its development within a "descriptive process model" which attempts to 
capture a biopsychosocial understanding of the human’s need from the earliest days of life for others (to 
care for us) because we are “exquisitely social from the first days of our lives” (p.303). Others caring for us, 
this model suggests, influence our survival and so “the self we will become” (p.300). This view points to a 
developmental understanding of shame as a growing attunement to what is valued in a person in any 
particular culture, society or family, and so equally as to what may be devalued. It therefore suggests that 
shame is an important positive social and relational "corrective" experience, ensuring that one has the 
chance to find a fit with, feel accepted by, the group, community, persons, family, reference groups etc. 
that are important to one’s continued survival. It also follows that the experience of being shamed can be a 
powerful negative force, threatening one’s very existence and survival as a family, group or community 
member or, where a whole group experiences shame, the very community’s existence. I see in Kelly’s 
broad ranging writings and discussions on guilt, and in the very particular focus he gives to core role 
dislodgement in his construction of guilt, many similarities with shame as it is discussed by Gilbert above. 

But within a PCT context, no discussion of shame and guilt, or of PCT and emotions more generally, can 
progress without referring to McCoy’s work (1977). This is a chapter I have returned to many times. Whilst 
serving as a catalyst to developing an appreciation of how Kelly invited us to construe emotion within PCP, 
and from a constructivist position (Chiari & Nuzzo, 2010), I have also found it to be unsatisfactory. Kelly 
proposed that making discriminations (to construe) is neither solely nor uniquely a cognitive or 
verbalizable activity but rather “can take place also at levels which have been called "physiological" or 
"emotional” (Kelly, 1969b, p.219). Chiari (2013) argues that “this abandoning of the distinction between 
cognition and emotion in PCT” is that which “makes PCT a genuinely constructivist theory” (p.258). He 
provides a strong critique of work to date regarding attempts to elaborate a PCP perspective on emotions 
and draws attention to the absolute pertinence of taking into account Kelly’s explicitly declared 
philosophical and epistemological positioning, i.e. of constructive alternativism. McCoy (1977) fits with this 
expectation when she draws attention to Kelly’s definition of guilt as emphasising “the importance of 
social construction” and the basic maintenance of oneself as an integral being which is “not only a self- 
centred matter” (p.112). She does not comment on Kelly’s assertion that his definition of guilt is not 
referring to society’s view of one’s moral culpability but rather to the person’s construction system. 
Turning to the experience of shame, McCoy offers a definition of it which she argues is coherent with a 
PCP approach. Shame, she suggests, is an “awareness of dislodgement of the self from another’s 
construing of your role” (ibidem, p.121) and says that it differs from Kelly’s definition of guilt in that “the 
locus is rather more external than internal”. She adds that “both, however, involve a phenomenological 
assessment of the self in a role” (ibidem, p.113). These definitions are given in Table 2 below. 

 

 

Definition of GUILT (Kelly 1955b/McCoy 1997) Definition of SHAME (McCoy 1977) 

Awareness of dislodgement of the self from one’s 
core role structure (a sense of loss of core role) 

Awareness  of  dislodgement  of  the  self  from 
another’s construing of your role 

Table 2: PCP definition of Shame and Guilt 
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I became uncomfortable in working with McCoy’s approach and in particular with the distinction she was 
offering regarding shame and guilt. Firstly, I found that McCoy’s definition of shame, focusing on "the 
other's construing of one’s role", was not distinctive enough from Kelly’s construct of guilt. She does refer 
to "role" rather than "core role" but it is not clear how much emphasis she wishes to give to that distinction. 
She offers us her understanding of a PCT description of shame but in its emphasis on the awareness of 
change in how another viewed or might be viewing one I would argue that we are brought back to Kelly’s 
definition of guilt. Secondly, I could not agree with McCoy since I interpreted the construct she proposes of 
"internal VS external" locus as inconsistent with the constructivist position implicated in PCP, which 
recognises all construing, patterns of distinction and meaning, as created by the construer (Kelly,1955b, 
p.8). So although McCoy offers a distinction between Kellyan guilt and shame I find it not to be a 
satisfactory one. 

But continuing to create an understanding of guilt (as Kelly defines it in PCP and, in contrast, guilt as 
including a sense of moral culpability) and so rereading Kelly’s chapter "Sin and Psychotherapy" (1969a) a 
number of times, I came to wonder what indeed was Kelly suggesting to us when he argued that: 

“The device of excommunication, whether employed by a church, a political party, a sorority, a 
household, or a psychotherapist who unnecessarily invokes a dependency transference, is the 
most powerful device man (sic) has ever invented for bringing about individual conformity and 
cutting short man’s (sic) personal quest for distinguishing good from evil” (p.185). 

Kelly (ibidem) argues that it is each person’s individual enterprise, indeed “singularly the most important 
undertaking of his (sic) life” to grasp “the fullest possible understanding of the nature of good and evil” 
(p.186). In that way, one is not “blindly” allowing oneself to repeat mistakes that are such, or even 
wrongful, in the light of “his own determinations of the difference between good and evil” as opposed to 
making such decisions on the basis of a fear or awareness of expulsion (excommunication), loss of core role. 
And so, as I now understand it, it seems that Kelly, in describing guilt, was indeed describing human 
society’s struggle with morality, right and wrong, good and evil. But in order to locate that struggle within 
a psychological rather than solely ethical, moral or religious frame he draws attention to the experience of 
guilt as woven into one’s identity, one’s understanding and belief of who or what or how one is in the eyes 
of others , as one construes it, i.e. in core role construing. And thus as Kelly argues, culpability may or may 
not be involved in such a view of guilt but what one construes oneself as being or needing to be in the 
other’s eyes is involved, and that other may be, as he suggests, a God, a religion, a group, parents, a 
community etc. 

In this chapter, there is a sense of reading about shame and the power of shame, not least because of the 
centrality of the image of the Garden of Eden and how shame is used to invoke the fear of or the actual 
experience of expulsion, of not belonging, indeed the "social disidentification" and "core role loss" that 
Kelly speaks about so eloquently. This leads again to the idea that guilt, in Kelly’s definition, is closer to 
shame as more usually understood and that his definition sometimes also subsumes guilt as ordinarily 
defined. If I understand core role constructs to be involved in guilt as Kelly defined it, which I am 
suggesting is primarily what we usually call shame, then I would suggest that core constructs rather than 
core role constructs are more clearly involved in guilt as more usually understood. 

I have also been aware that my perspective and the understandings that I have been creating regarding 
guilt and shame from a PCP perspective are not necessarily shared by others. Experienced workers within 
the PCP field have written about guilt, most recently in Richard Butler’s edited book (2009). In these 
variously rich and compelling chapters, particularly in the foregrounding of reflexivity and the challenges 
and assistance that the writers find to be implicit in PCP regarding reflexivity, the writers discussed guilt 
and sometimes referred to shame (Cummins, 2009; Burr, 2009; Green, 2009; Robbins, 2009; Pekkala, 
2009). However, none of these writers describe a dilemma being experienced or a need to explore 
distinctions between shame and guilt, either as PCP professional transitional constructs or as more usually 
defined. 
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But, in discussing Kellyan guilt, an interesting question is raised by Burr (2009). She lays out, with great 
clarity, examples of her lived experience of dislodgement from core role structure (Kellyan guilt). Each 
time she draws attention to the importance of others’ actions, one’s construing of their actions and 
responses, in order to maintain without embarrassment, or shame, the particularities of one’s core role in 
any situation. Burr (2009) goes on to wonder if “it may be argued that we only specifically experience guilt 
when the role (e.g. spouse or parent) carries strong moral obligations in the society in which we live” 
(p.217). She does not provide answers to this speculation and I am unsure whether she was in this 
comment specifically referring to guilt as Kelly chose to define it or to guilt in the more usual construction 
of the word. But I cannot but wonder if she is touching on the issue that I am raising, i.e. the distinctions 
between guilt as related to core role constructs (Kellyan guilt) and guilt as related to core constructs (moral 
values and beliefs). 

Sharing cultural experiences with him, I am taken with the openness with which Cummins (2009) writes 
about the deeply felt and often uneasy shifts and changes he created and lived out in his relationship to his 
childhood church and religious faith. Positioning himself in that experience, and describing encounters 
with and experiences of clients, was made more vivid by his use of Kelly’s transitional construct of guilt. 
However, he does not describe any particular dilemma or apparent confusion when discussing guilt as in its 
relation to sin and original sin (as understood in the Roman Catholic Church) and in simultaneously 
discussing guilt as described by Kelly. It is probably inevitable that I ask myself if I am engaged on an 
empty exploration, what might even be described as an over-allegiance to definition and pre-emption and 
concerned with a dilemma apparently not experienced by others. There is also an undeniable experience of 
discomfort but very distinctly of shame, i.e. my construing of "failing to belong" in the eyes of my 
professional PCP colleagues and friends. And so I find that I am embedded in a lived experience of my own 
question regarding Kellyan guilt. 

I have surely described Kellyan guilt in those last few lines, i.e. awareness of dislodgement of the self from 
one’s core role structure. And I must say that there is no sense of guilt as in "moral responsibility" or "sinful 
transgression". I would be surprised if there were. If Kelly had said guilt was an awareness of dislodgement 
of the self from core structures then I would expect that to imply, or at least to include, guilt as more 
usually defined because the transgression would be one of acting against one’s moral positioning. But he is 
pointing us towards the core role aspect of our identity. However, I wonder if core constructs are indeed 
ever free of core-role experiencing? How might core constructs become "core" outside of the socio- 
relational (core-role) realm? My suggestion is that if we take the position that we come into being and 
continue being constituted in the social realm as well as constituting it (Harré & Gillett, 1994; Harré, 1998; 
Kelly, 1955b; Vygotsky, 1962), core role constructs will not always be synonymous with core constructs but 
that the latter will surely always involve, bring into play, core role constructs. 

 
A playful or a clever ploy? 

 
In providing us with PCP-specific definitions, as with guilt or even role, was Kelly being playful, leading us a 
merry dance, or is this a more serious ploy? He does it most particularly with regard to transitional 
professional constructs, e.g. anxiety, guilt, hostility and adds the rider that: “the commoner definitions of 
these terms are not abrogated by their being given limited meanings within our system” (1955b, p.489). I 
understand Kelly to be saying that if we are to remain coherent with the philosophical assumptions 
underlying PCP then we approach his provided definitions as one way of construing an event or experience 
which can be construed differently by others. However, Kelly (1969a) also argued that he did not see 
“one’s personal construct system as wholly private, nor do I see it as free to regenerate itself into some 
monstrosity completely oblivious to external reality” (p.177). And yet Kelly took the freedom to provide 
commonly used terms with particular and, one might even say, idiosyncratic meanings. Why did he do this? 

I am aware of an apparent paradox of, on the one hand, interrogating Kelly’s chosen definition of guilt and, 
on the other hand, taking a constructivist epistemological approach to knowledge. The latter involves us in 
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understanding all knowledge as not leading “to a certain and true picture of the world, but only to 
conjectural interpretation” which may allow us to find a "fit and not a match" but one which may open “the 
way to the particular goal we want to reach” (Von Glasersfeld, 1984, p.32). And so, in providing us with his 
chosen definitions of certain transitional professional constructs, Kelly was remaining coherent with a 
constructivist position. But I believe that in order to avoid confusion there is a need to clarify which 
definition we are choosing to attach to a word at any particular time. Von Glasersfeld (1988) argues that 
from a constructivist perspective: 

“there can no longer be the claim that the meanings of words must be shared by the users of a 
language because these meanings are derived from fixed, external entities. Instead there is at best 
a relation of fit” (p.89). 

It is inevitable that since language and construing are fluid and changing, we are constantly faced, in our 
languaged interactions together, with the challenge of how not only to act well together but how to 
explain ourselves to each other, how to keep achieving a "fit". Choosing, as Kelly did, to proffer alternative 
definitions to some apparently familiar concepts may be seen as an interesting ploy or, at times, a 
confusing one. 

Bannister (1977) offers the plausible idea that, since Kelly probably “did little without malice aforethought”, 
this transposition of terms (“a curious strategy”) was deliberately undertaken so that “in every case what 
Kelly is pointing to is the meaning of the situation for the person to whom the adjective is applied” (p.28). 
A PCP perspective on "shame and guilt", and accepting Bannister's explanations as others do (e.g. Chiari, 
2013), may involve the following questions. Does Kelly’s particular definition of guilt draw our attention to 
it and in contrast to the usual understanding? Does his strategy lead to an understanding of the experience 
under examination "from the person’s point of view"? And does it serve to do this more than might have 
been the case if he had held to the more usual (OED) definitions? 

As this article demonstrates, Kelly’s strategy drew my attention to the contrast between his definition of 
guilt and that most usually given. This lived example of constructive-alternativism-in-action could be said 
to have woken up this reader and to have led me to focus in some detail on what Kelly was suggesting to 
us by his very particular definition of guilt. It influenced me to try to hear again with great care what those 
describing shame and guilt may be experiencing. I can identify three themes which are highlighted by my 
exploration of Kelly’s particular definition of guilt. These are: 

• the importance of distinguishing between shame and guilt; 

• the centrality Kelly gives to the socio-relational domain from infanthood onwards in the development 
of identity, subjectivity (self constructs); and 

• the distinctions to be made between core constructs and core role constructs. 

I will summarise my observations below in relation to each of these themes. 

 
Importance of holding a distinction between shame and guilt 

Kelly quite clearly distinguishes between guilt and shame experiences. Time and again Kelly (1969a) 
makes it clear that in describing guilt (in PCP terms) he is not talking about moral culpability (p.178). As he 
says there can also be the experience of “feeling-guilty-for-being-good” (p.180). I am persuaded and find it 
useful to construe Kelly as choosing to use an alternative definition of guilt to draw us towards a 
psychological understanding of the deeply felt challenge involved in core role change which is not always 
"bad" even if challenging, leaving other understandings of guilt and evil or wrong-doing to different 
domains, e.g. philosophical and moral domains. And so he puts forward his definition of guilt as an 
eventful psychological experience which is evoked when the sense of whom one understands oneself to be 
in the eyes, thoughts, of “certain other people” (Kelly, 1955b, p.503) is threatened or changed, a form of 
social disidentification and exile or indeed of potential emancipation (Kelly, 1955c, p.836). And thus as he 



B. O' Sullivan  51  
 

 

argues, culpability may or may not be involved in such a view of guilt but what one construes oneself as 
being, or needing to be, in the other’s eyes is involved. 

Making a distinction between guilt and shame is indicated as fruitful by recent psychological research and 
commentary (Miller, 1996; Roos, 2010; Tangney, Stuweig & Mashek,2007; Tantam, 1998) with a 
recognition that there are important cultural differences not yet understood. By his continuous reference 
to moral culpability as not necessarily involved in his construction of guilt, Kelly recognised that it was at 
least useful if not necessary to make a distinction between the experiences of guilt (as in core role loss) and 
guilt as involving moral culpability (core construing). It does seem however that, unless one is vigilant, the 
adoption of Kelly’s transitional construct of guilt (and his provided definition) may involve one in an 
apparent acceptance of a conflation of shame and guilt. A distinction is important since, at the least, 
shame and guilt touch on somewhat different phenomenological experiences and, at the most, they may 
involve and challenge very different personal constructions at all levels of construing, cognitive, emotional 
and physiological. Tangney and her colleagues (2007) also provide corroboration, as does Gilbert (2007), 
for the hypothesis that a sense of shame is very often experienced as more serious and personally difficult 
than is guilt (as usually defined). Other studies (reviewed by Stuewig & Tangney, 2007) also point to the 
usually greater psychotherapeutic challenges presented by shame experiences than by guilt. All of this is a 
fit with Kelly’s description of the involvement of core role constructs in PCT guilt. 

 
Socio-relational domain and Kelly’s construct of guilt 

Guilt in PCP terms is what we may describe as an explicitly relational transitional construct in the sense 
that it arises out of, or is consequent on, the understanding or the sense a person may have, or may want 
to have, of themselves in the eyes of significant others or significant societal discourses. Thus it points to 
the centrality of the socio-relational domain in the experience of, and in the continued maintenance of (a 
sense of) the self. This emphasis on the socio-relational in the creation of self, reminiscent of e.g. George 
Mead’s work, is surely an innovative and exciting move in psychology of the 1950s. It is a vision of persons, 
according to Neimeyer & Baldwin (2003), “as authors of their own biographies, but in a way that 
acknowledged their anchoring in the social realm - to a far greater extent than most psychologists of his 
day” (p.248). It is as if Kelly is referencing us, in his discussion of guilt, to a central PCP tenet, i.e. that there 
cannot be a sense of self without a sense of the other’s view of one. As Stojnov and Procter (2012) argue: 

“Kelly made the otherness a prerequisite of our existence. In order to be persons, we have to be 
construed as persons by others; in order to construe us others have to be construed as persons - by 
others or by us. Thus, he irretrievably moved psychology towards relational ontology!” (p.12). 

To experience guilt in Kelly’s terms is to experience the loss or the threatened loss of who or what one has 
learnt to know oneself to be, through and in the relational and social domains. Indeed he argues (1955c) 
that “it is genuinely difficult to sustain life in the face of guilt. Some people do not even try” (p.909). Social 
disidentification, social exile, can have that kind of life threatening effect whilst the obverse is to heighten 
a recognition of “the identity-defining nature of core-roles that the person constructs with reference to 
others” (Neimeyer & Baldwin, 2003, p.248). 

 
Making a distinction between core constructs and core role constructs 

When speaking about the experience of guilt (as defined within PCP) Kelly does not speak of core 
constructs but rather of core role constructs. And so the term guilt is used to point not so much to a sense 
of violating core constructs as it is to a sense of threatening core role constructs. It is the deeply felt loss, or 
threatened loss, of the relational self because, Kelly says (1955b) “we are dependent for life itself on an 
understanding of the thoughts of certain other people” (p.503). This strongly resonates with the 
importance given to attachment in developmental psychological theorising and in the recognition of how 
change at any age may involve a sense of loss of core role(s) as indeed Green (2009) rather beautifully 
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illustrates in his anticipatory meditation on occupational retirement. Core role loss (and so Kellyan guilt) is 
also clearly something one may experience albeit that the change involves something desired and 
construed as positive. Such an experience of severe discomfort, of loss and guilt, despite the desire to 
move into a new core role, was well demonstrated many years ago by Dana Breen (1981) in her PCP study 
with pregnant women. 

When Kelly speaks of core constructs (as opposed to core role constructs specifically), I understand him to 
be referring to important values and beliefs, centrally important to the person, indeed governing “a 
persons’s maintenance processes - that is, those by which he maintains his identity and existence” (Kelly, 
1955b, p.482) and very often validated by “group expectancies” or by the use of “the very same 
dimensional system” (ibidem, p.176) of usually significant others, e.g. parents, cultural group etc. This 
suggests that the construction of core constructs may often involve core role constructs. I have puzzled 
over the distinction between core constructs and core role constructs and questioned if it is useful that I 
hold such a distinction. Ultimately, whilst acknowledging the permeability of one with the other, I have 
found it a useful distinction to continue to hold in conversations over the years, therapeutic, professional 
and personal. By useful here I mean that, by drawing that distinction (a propositional construction), it has 
offered me a temporary guiding map whilst exploring possible ways through the entanglements of 
construing, emotional and otherwise, that attend each and all of our daily lives and enquiries together. As 
a therapist, I find continuing to hold a distinction between core construing and core role construing, 
despite the complicated interweaving of one with the other, to be very helpful to my own positioning in 
therapy conversations where role relationships (both in and outside of therapy) are so central to the 
process (Leitner, 2006; Button, 1996). I have in mind here the many times I have found it helpful to offer a 
distinction between ideas, beliefs or values and "in relation to whom" such values etc. were important. 
Another example has been the letters I receive on approximately a yearly basis from a former client. I 
construe this as her way of continuing to include me, her partner in the therapy relationship and 
conversations, in her core role reference group and in relation to issues of importance to her (core 
constructs). 

Did Kelly’s strategy work, i.e. of transposing terms or providing them with alternative meanings without 
denying the usual definitions? As so often with Kelly, his deconstruction and reconstruction of meanings 
and terms is both a playful and a clever ploy. I have indeed been led a merry dance but one which has 
helped to draw me back into a re-appreciation of PCT as “not only the oldest but also the most 
sophisticated and rigorous constructivist theory” (Chiari, 2013, p.251) which demands of us to be 
continuously mindful of its prior philosophical assumption of constructive alternativism (Kelly,1955b, p.15). 
I have also been led to a re-appreciation of Kelly’s theory as even more deeply relationally embedded and 
prescient about future developments in psychology than I have always recognised. 

This exploration influences me to argue for the position that Kelly’s perspective on guilt is one that is both 
elaborated by, and in turn frees one to draw on, the major work being carried out today in the complex 
area of the self conscious emotions of guilt and shame. In transposing the terms guilt and shame, Kelly did 
achieve his possible aim of drawing attention to the experience from the experiencer’s rather than the 
commentator’s point of view. But to my naïve eye it initially seemed that Kelly conflated the experiences 
of shame and guilt. I would now say that, from a PCP perspective, Kelly’s transitional construct of guilt is 
itself referring to shame experiences as more usually described. As mentioned above, recent psychological 
research indicates that the experience of shame is very often more challenging for the person(s) 
experiencing it, as well as for the professionals wishing to understand and respond to it. Kelly’s emphasis 
on the depth of the experience involved in core role loss, or the threat of such, agrees with that. Rather 
than conflating guilt and shame, I now believe that Kelly is inviting us to recognise that moral culpability 
and the guilt related to that (as usually understood) is a different experience and one that may or may not 
involve core role loss (Kellyan guilt). And so I believe the distinctions Kelly offers us between core 
constructs and core role constructs are part of the pattern of meaning-making involved in the experience 
of shame and guilt. 
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Going on 

But returning to the incident which set me venturing forth on this search, i.e. my colleague’s negative 
reaction to the word guilt being proffered as a possible way of thinking about shame, leads me to ask if it 
matters which "term" we use, how we name something? My response now is that, having engaged in the 
search that I have been describing here, I am more reluctant than ever to abandon a PCP understanding 
(and a PCP definition of guilt) as a guide to possible community searches and therapeutic explorations in 
any work I might do in response to descriptions of experiences of shame. However, I hope I am also more 
sensitised to the need to monitor my language and, perhaps, to becoming a great deal more skilled in 
moving across language-communities whether these be between one psychological theoretical domain 
and another, between professional and nonprofessional groups or between cultural and diverse ethnic 
communities. As William James wrote: 

“All our mental categories without exception have been evolved because of their fruitfulness for 
life, and owe their being to historic circumstances, just as much as do the nouns and verbs and 
adjectives in which our languages clothe them” (1987, p.551). 

The constructed nature of our mental categories and the constitutive force of our languaging must not be 
forgotten. The door to knowledge is indeed questioning (Doras feasa fiafraighe). 

And so although the experience of shame, of guilt as described by Kelly, is often profoundly painful, Kelly 
did say (1970) that “Guilt is thus a concomitant risk in any creative social process by which man (sic) may 
seek to transcend blind obedience” (p.27). So it is truly about change and adventure. Thus not only may 
Kellyan guilt (shame) not be avoided but it can play a very positive role in somebody’s life. It may not be 
"all bad". I resonate with Cummins when he writes (2009) that “one of the things that PCP has done for me 
is to value the experience of guilt. It tells me that there is some sort of change going on inside me” (p.182). 
The challenge for me, in the work I do, will be to invite us to respond to the experiences, described as 
shame, as ones potentially pointing us towards events, relationships and encounters involving change and 
movement but always in relation to others and how we construe others construing us. I am hopeful that 
learning to work with shame as a guilty experience (in PCP terms) may open that possibility for members 
of the Traveller community with whom I may work and most especially in their relationship with the 
majority community. 

But I cannot close this article without referring to Raskin’s (2006) argument that relying on quotations is an 
inappropriate form of Kelly-worship, from a constructivist’s perspective, as if somehow what Kelly said 
could or should be read as "fact" rather than propositionally. Furthermore, he argues (2006) that it is a task 
doomed to failure simply because “Kelly can be interpreted as saying different things in different places of 
his work” (p.51). More seriously perhaps, reliance on quotations as if to establish a "truth" means that the 
writer resorting to that discursive strategy is doing so as a form of argumentation (drawing on an 
authoritative voice) whilst simultaneously obscuring or not acknowledging her/his own active involvement 
in how one is actually and unavoidably involved in the meaning making. But I believe there are other, and 
good, reasons for using quotations as indeed Raskin himself does in that article. In my own case, I have 
drawn on many Kellyan and other quotations above but my intention in doing so is to track and describe 
more clearly how I draw on PCP practices as propositional guidelines and as one way of remaining 
coherent with a constructivist perspective. 

In conclusion, I hope that I have shown that there is a richness to be found in Embracing Kellyan Guilt but 
also, and simultaneously, in Excavating Shame, both where the latter is embedded in Kelly’s work and 
where it is worked on more overtly, above ground as it were, by other psychological theorists. Only thus 
with such a marrying of understandings, it seems to me, can we ensure that Kelly’s ideas are continuously 
being drawn on for their usefulness in enabling definition, extension and constructive aggression, in 
challenging us to engage with the immediacy of others’ experiences, and in helping us to sometimes, as 
Kelly (1977) would have it, “transcend the obvious”(p.11). 
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