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ABSTRACT

The experience of guilt is a ubiquitous yet complex self-conscious emotion that is fundamental to the
moral and relational life of the individual. While prior research has established its prevalence and
functional correlates, the lived texture of guilt, particularly among young adult women in the Indian
context, remains underexplored. This study employed a Descriptive Phenomenological design,
grounded in Husserlian philosophy, to explicate the essence and meaning of guilt as it presents itself
to consciousness. The research proceeded through five sequential stages, advancing from
foundational methodological preparation and participant screening to the final articulation of the
phenomenon’s essence. Data were collected through in-depth phenomenological interviews with 16
young adult women (aged 20 to 40) residing in Bangalore, selected via purposive sampling after
screening for high guilt proneness and the absence of psychological morbidity. The study adhered to
a specific four-pillar model of rigor, ensuring philosophical integrity and the disciplined practice of
epoché throughout. Data analysis followed Colaizzi’s seven-step method, progressing from the
extraction of 523 significant statements to the identification of invariant thematic clusters and the
production of the fundamental structure. The analysis yielded eight cluster themes organized into two
emergent structures. Together, these findings show that the lived experience of guilt in young adult
women is constituted as a layered and deep-reaching relational anchor that touches thought, body,
and being. The invariant structure is a consuming and recurring cycle in which a sense of rupture in
personal and relational harmony leads to efforts to make things ‘right or light’, resulting either in
some relief or in a lingering feeling of unworthiness that continues to shape everyday life and
relationships. This study offers the descriptive phenomenological accounts of guilt among young
adult women in the Indian context, and advances the emerging integrated framework of guilt by
bridging intrapsychic and interpersonal traditions. It also highlights the inseparability of guilt and
shame in lived experience and offers implications for theory, measurement, and affirms the
methodological value of phenomenology in clarifying self-conscious emotions.
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