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Abstract 
 
 Guilt is routinely characterized as an emotion that is not central to morality. Guilt 

is often described in blanket terms that characterize it as a negative emotion that is 

harmful to the self, and that does not motivate people to act in pro-social ways. Some 

argue that guilt should be eliminated from our repertoire of moral emotions altogether. In 

this paper, I will defend the role of guilt in moral life. First, guilt has an important 

function in moral motivation. Psychological studies suggest that guilt motivates us to 

maintain our interpersonal relationships and cooperate with others. Additionally, guilt 

may play an important role in moral development, aiding in the acquisition of a moral 

sense. For these reasons, I will argue that it is morally appropriate to feel guilt, and that 

the cost of guilt is outweighed by its benefits. Therefore, guilt should not be eliminated 

from our repertoire of moral emotions, as this would eliminate an essential feature of 

moral life.  
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In Defense of Guilt1 

by Charlotte Iurino 

 

 Moral emotions have been given an increasingly significant role within moral 

philosophy. With ever-more research from moral psychology exploring the role of emotions in 

moral judgments, it is difficult to deny that emotions play a vital role in a moral life. There is 

ample evidence that circumstances that activate the emotions also influence moral judgments.2 

One study, for example, found that “participants responding to moral dilemmas at a dirty desk or 

when smelling a noxious odor, make more severe moral judgments than controls.”3 The precise 

role of emotions in moral judgments is controversial, but it is generally agreed that moral 

emotions play a role in moral motivation, and have been described as part of our “human moral 

apparatus.”4 Even those who deny that emotions are constitutive of moral judgments agree that 

emotions play an important role in motivating moral behavior. After reviewing the evidence, for 

example, Heubner et al. conclude that “the most important role that emotions might have is in 

motivating action.”5 Philosophers agree that emotions are important determinants of behavior. 

D’Arms and Jacobson, for example, claim that “emotions involve powerful motivational 

tendencies.”6  

 There are many moral emotions that motivate different types of behavior, including self-

conscious emotions such as shame, guilt, and embarrassment; and other-focused emotions 
                                                             
1 I wish to acknowledge Michael Bukoski, who was an incredible mentor during the process of preparing for and       
writing this thesis. I am most grateful to him for recommending articles, meeting with me weekly to discuss ideas, 
and giving me many thoughtful comments during the revision process.  
2 Heubner, Bryce, Dwyer, Susan, and Marc Hauser. “The Role of Emotion in Moral Psychology,” Trends in 
Cognitive Sciences 30, no. 10 (2008): 2. 
3 Ibid., 2. 
4 June Price Tangney et al., “Moral Emotions and Moral Behavior,” Annual Review of Psychology 58 (2006): 345. 
5 Heubner et al. 5. 
6 Justin D’Arms and Daniel Jacobson, “Anthropocentric Constraints on Human Value,” in Oxford Studies in 
Metaethics: Volume 1, ed. Russ Shafer-Landau (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 111. 
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including anger, contempt, elevation, and gratitude. Empathy and sympathy are also two other-

focused emotions that have been widely explored, since they seem to have a direct tie to 

morality, in that they are elicited through concern, and motivate people to help others.7 The 

moral emotion that I will examine in this paper is guilt, a self-conscious emotion. Guilt has two 

faces. On the one hand, we think that guilt plays an important role in moral motivation. We 

imagine that if we would eliminate guilt, there would be scary consequences, like a psychopath 

who can do terrible things without feeling guilt. On the other hand, however, we have pictures of 

obsessive or inappropriately painful guilt. Guilt is often described in blanket terms that routinely 

characterize it as a negative emotion that is harmful to the self, and that does not motivate people 

to act in pro-social ways. Which view is right? Some defend this second view, but philosophical 

and psychological considerations support the former. The fact that guilt is unpleasant does not 

necessitate that it is not motivational or productive in other ways. Quite the opposite: there are 

many instances where negative emotions bring about positive consequences.8 

 What is guilt, and how does it differ from closely related emotions such as shame and 

regret? There are many characteristics of guilt that differentiate it from other emotions. Guilt is 

specifically linked to transgressions in the moral realm,9 and is generally characterized as a 

negative evaluation of a specific behavior.10 Feelings of guilt can involve remorse, deep regret, 

painful humiliation, distress, or self-punishment.11 Guilt also usually causes anxiety and a feeling 

of diminished self-worth.12 Usually, guilt is felt in relation to the connection between duty and 

                                                             
7 Tangney 363. 
8 Ilona Hooge, et al., “Moral Sentiments and Cooperation: Differential Influences of Shame and Guilt,” Cognition 
and Emotion 21, no. 5 (2007): 1025. 
9 Tangney 348. 
10 Ibid., 349 
11 Gilbert Harman. “Guilt-Free Morality,” in Oxford Studies in Metaethics: Volume 4, ed. Russ Shafer-Landau 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 205. 
12 David Velleman, “Don’t Worry, Feel Guilt.” in Philosophy and the Emotions, ed. Anthony Hatzimoysis 
(Cambridge University Press, 2003), 236. 



  3 

actions.13 Others also characterize guilt as “the distress that comes from hurting other human 

beings,” which places guilt in relation to the moral treatment of others.14 As established by 

Baumeister, guilt is a highly interpersonal emotion. Thus, it motivates people to treat one another 

better, something that is closely tied with the foundation of morality.15 Guilt is a backward-

looking emotion, meaning it focuses on one’s own past actions. There are two pictures of guilt: 

occurent guilt and anticipatory guilt. Occurent guilt can motivate behavior such as confessions, 

apologies, and attempts to make reparation. However, guilt also includes an anticipatory element, 

meaning that the potential motivation that guilt provides can include anticipating guilt, not just 

feeling it. Anticipatory guilt motivates one to avoid committing the wrong in the first place. This 

aspect of guilt is relevant to moral motivation because it has the potential to provide a sufficient 

deterrent for acting immorally, since people generally want to avoid feeling guilt, and thus will 

not act in a way that evokes it. 

 As noted earlier, some people argue that guilt is an unhealthy and painful emotion that 

has more costs than benefits. They see guilt as wasteful and self-destructive, and as an emotion 

that does more harm than good.16 People in this camp argue that people could be just as 

effectively motivated to act morally through other ways that do not involve the negative feelings 

like those associated with guilt. Other forms of motivation could include adherence to moral 

principles such as a sense of duty or fairness, or other emotions such as regret or empathy.   

 Others, however, argue that guilt plays a valuable role in moral motivation. Some believe 

guilt is important to moral motivation because it implies an “ought,” which helps to keep moral 

                                                             
13 P.S. Greenspan, “Guilt and Virtue,” The Journal of Philosophy 91, no. 2 (1994): 57. 
14 Roy Baumeister, Evil: Inside Human Violence and Cruelty (New York: Holt Paperbacks, 1999), 305. 
15 Ibid., 312. 
16 Ibid., 305 
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motivation consistent and binding.17 Under this view, guilt plays a role in keeping people 

responsible for the moral burden that they place on themselves, by holding themselves 

accountable to their moral ideal.18 Guilt makes people feel badly after they do an immoral action, 

and prevents them from acting immorally in the future. According to Baumeister, “guilt is one of 

the key emotional forces that drives self-control,” and deters people from causing social harm.19 

As long as susceptibility to guilt is widespread and inescapable, guilt can play an important role 

in motivating moral behavior. 

 Gilbert Harman and Rüdiger Bittner are two main proponents of the view that guilt is a 

painful experience that does not actually do any good, and is not central to morality. Harman 

introduces several proposed connections between morality and guilt, and ultimately comes to the 

conclusion that none of them are necessary. He argues that guilt is not conceptually linked to 

morality; it is not part of the concept of something being morally wrong that one should feel 

guilty for doing it. Harman also argues that guilt is not essential for morality in practice either, 

and holds that without guilt, morality would function normally, and people would certainly not 

act less moral without it. Harman holds that guilt should be eliminated from our repertoire of 

moral emotions, since there are other effective ways to motivate moral behavior that do not have 

the negative psychological effects that guilt has. 

 Bittner uses the term “regret” instead of guilt in his argument. He defines “regret” as a 

painful feeling about something we think was wrong.20 Bittner states that guilt is included in the 

experience of regret. He says that “more specific phenomena [fall] under this explanation [of 

                                                             
17 Greenspan 67. 
18 Greenspan 69. 
19 Baumeister, Evil, 306. 
20 Rudiger Bittner, “Is It Reasonable to Regret Things One Did?,” The Journal of Philosophy 89, no. 5 (1992): 262. 
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regret] like remorse, repentance, [and] feeling guilt.”21 Bittner’s main focus is to recommend a 

better way to act, a role that he believes is central to philosophy.22 Bittner thinks that since guilt 

does not motivate people to act better in the future, and it is painful to the wrongdoer, it is an 

emotion that we should eliminate since it is both useless and unpleasant. He also believes that if 

we do not feel guilt, only then will we “come to see what we did in the sharpest light.”23 Bitter 

does not explain this thoroughly, but plausibly he believes that the pain of regret is distracting, 

and prevents one from seeing clearly what one should do. Instead of feeling badly about 

something, we should do what is right and attempt to repair our past wrongdoings.24 Thus, 

eliminating guilt would not just have benefits because it is eliminating something painful, but it 

would also have a positive effect in making people see their past actions more accurately with 

less bias, and therefore be more likely to make reparative, productive actions instead of merely 

suffering. 

 Is guilt a necessary emotion for moral motivation? If it is not necessary, does it at least 

serve an important moral function? Is the negative characterization of guilt undeserved? Does it 

perhaps have benefits that are left unnoticed, or that are overcome by the apparent negative costs 

and lack of productivity of guilt? In this paper, I will examine two proposed connections between 

guilt and morality. First, I will look at the claim that guilt plays an important role in motivating 

moral behavior. Does anticipating guilt motivate people to refrain from acting immorally? Do the 

negative feelings of guilt motivate people to act better in the future? If we eliminated guilt, 

would compliance with morality be altered significantly? Would an ideal moral agent really be 

someone who did not feel guilt? Even if guilt is not important for moral motivation in general, it 

                                                             
21 Ibid., 262. 
22 Ibid., 264. 
23 Ibid., 273. 
24 Ibid. 



  6 

might still play a role in moral development.  

 Second, I will examine this claim that guilt has a vital function in moral development, 

and specifically look at potential roles of guilt in moral development, and determine which one is 

not only the most preferred based on moral criteria, but also the most plausible. Next, I will 

explicate overlooked benefits of guilt in comparison with other forms of moral motivation to 

argue that it should not be eliminated, and why it might have aspects that make it more 

preferable over other forms of motivation. Lastly, I will examine complexities and limitations of 

guilt that make it an imperfect moral motivator, if it is without supplementation from other forms 

of moral motivation.  

 

I. Guilt and Moral Motivation 

 One can imagine several potential roles of guilt within morality. One proposed 

connection between guilt and morality is that people are motivated by their aversion to feeling 

guilt.25 In other words, if a moral agent thinks that she would feel guilt after doing a particular 

immoral action, she will refrain from acting immorally, in order to avoid the negative feelings 

associated with guilt. This is a similar process as avoiding pain. If someone knows that doing a 

certain act will cause her to feel pain, she is likely going to avoid doing that action in the future. 

Similarly, she will not act immorally in order to not experience the psychological pain of feeling 

guilt that would occur after the immoral action. Guilt could also motivate moral behavior not just 

through anticipation, but also through feeling it after acting immorally. In this type of 

motivation, someone who acted immorally would act better in the future, to avoid the negative 

feeling. 

 Harman and Bittner both reject this proposed role for guilt in motivating moral behavior. 
                                                             
25 Harman 209. 
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Bittner argues that it is not the case that if one feels guilt, they will necessarily act better in the 

future. Rather, he believes guilt sometimes motivates better behavior, but sometimes it does not. 

He claims that there is not a strong correlation between guilt and moral behavior; sometimes, 

people feel guilt but are not actually motivated to change their behavior.26 Harman notes several 

reasons why this connection is not the case. First, Harman notes anecdotal evidence. Harman 

also relies on negative evidence, by critiquing psychological studies that posit a relationship 

between guilt and morality. Harman says that there is no empirical evidence that this is the case, 

which Bittner endorses by saying that it is presumptuous to assume that being pained by feeling 

badly after acting immorally is a sufficient deterrent to act in a similar manner in the future.27 

Therefore, Harman believes that because there is no concrete evidence that guilt is not necessary 

for moral motivation, and given that guilt is more costly psychologically than other emotions 

such as regret, this connection loses its status.  

 Let’s consider in more detail the evidence to which Harman appeals. First, Harman 

introduces positive, anecdotal evidence. Harman draws upon his and his colleagues’ experience 

with guilt to reject its connection with moral motivation. He states that he and several of his 

colleagues do not feel guilt, but that they still act according to their moral principles. Harman 

claims that their moral quality is not diminished by the lack of guilt.28 He also states that some 

colleagues who used to feel guilt no longer do, because they “have in one or another way been 

able to get over being susceptible to guilt.”29 This evidence in itself is not enough to support the 

claim that guilt is not necessary for others, or that it does not serve an important role in moral 

motivation for the majority of people. Harman seems to rely too heavily on anecdotal evidence, 

                                                             
26 Bittner 262. 
27 Ibid., 267. 
28 Harman 208 
29 Ibid. 
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and his sample is unrepresentative. While it may be true that highly disciplined professionals do 

not need guilt for moral motivation, it does not necessarily follow that people in general do not 

need guilt for moral motivation. Additionally moral philosophers are likely to have more 

conscious, direct concern for morality than most people do. When assessing the role of an 

emotion in moral motivation on a broader scale, it is also vital to consider the empirical research, 

and investigate the relationships that it suggests between guilt and moral motivation, which 

supports a more robust role of guilt.   

 Harman also brings up other, more far-reaching empirical evidence, which appears to 

support guilt’s role as a motivator of moral action. The first example of psychological research 

that Harman introduces is psychopaths. Some claim that the absence of guilt is an important 

factor of psychopath’s immoral behavior; a lack of guilt feelings is one of the criteria of 

psychopathy.30 Harman quickly dismisses the relevance of psychopaths to the claim that guilt is 

important to moral motivation. His argument is that the fact that all psychopaths are not 

susceptible to guilt does not entail that only psychopaths lack guilt feelings.31 In other words, 

there may be other perfectly moral agents who lack guilt feelings, but who are not psychopaths. 

Therefore, Harman dismisses psychopaths as a significant claim in support of the connection 

between guilt and morality.  

 However, Harman’s argument only shows that the evidence from psychopaths does not 

prove decisively that guilt is important for moral motivation. The evidence from psychopaths 

seems more compelling, and perhaps deserves more attention than Harman gives. Harman’s 

response is true as a matter of logic, but it is worth investigating the qualities of psychopaths in 

more detail, and how they demonstrate the importance of the role of moral emotions in moral 

                                                             
30 Ibid., 206. 
31 Ibid. 
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motivation. Even if the evidence is not decisive, it still might be a reason to think that guilt is 

important for moral motivation. Shaun Nichols discusses this issue of psychopaths further in 

Sentimental Rules. Nichols is interested in whether the existence of psychopaths casts doubt on 

what he calls empirical rationalism, which is the claim that moral judgments are the result of 

reasoning rather than expressions of sentiment.32  

 There are several characteristics that psychopaths possess that support this claim. First, 

psychopaths do not make a distinction between moral violations and conventional violations, as 

supported by the Blair study.33 Psychopaths cannot distinguish between these moral and 

conventional rules according to the criteria of permissibility, seriousness, and authority 

contingence, as non-psychopaths do.34 For example, children with psychopathic tendencies are 

“more likely to judge moral transgressions as authority contingent.”35 They treat hitting someone 

and forgetting to raise your hand before speaking in class as the same type of violation. Children 

without psychopathic tendencies, however, are able to make this moral/conventional distinction 

at a very early age, around three years old.36 Second, psychopaths have a different response to 

threatening stimuli and distress cues than others. In a study done by Blair, psychopaths had a 

heightened response to threatening stimuli, but showed a significantly decreased response to 

distress cues, which indicates that they are possibly lacking in certain empathetic responses.37 

This finding also shows that psychopaths lack certain emotional faculties. 

 Nichols ultimately concludes that the “defective capacity for moral judgment in 

psychopathy seems not to derive from a rational deficit, but rather from a deficit in an affective 

                                                             
32 Shaun Nichols, Sentimental Rules (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 82. 
33 Nichols, Sentimental Rules, 76. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid., 76. 
36 Ibid., 78. 
37 Ibid., 81. 
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system.”38 However, what do psychopaths contribute to the discussion of guilt in particular? 

From the psychological research on psychopaths, it is clear that psychopaths are deficient in 

empathy and understanding response cues, but the findings are not specific enough to draw out a 

conclusion regarding the role of guilt in moral agents in general. One could fairly confidently 

hold that eliminating all of the moral emotions like empathy, sympathy, guilt, and sensitivity to 

response cues could significantly alter moral motivation, but the research thus far does not 

indicate that eliminating just guilt would have significant effects. Guilt is just one component of 

that bundle, and it is hard to know its specific role just by looking at the research on psychopaths.  

However, it still seems as though we have reason to be cautious about disposing of guilt, as it 

might bring people closer to being psychopaths.  Indeed, while guilt is not explicitly included in 

this affective system, it is still significant to the purpose of this paper because it shows that 

emotions do have a significant role in motivating moral behavior, and that we are even perhaps 

more motivated by emotions such as guilt than other, more rational forms of motivation.   

 Harman also introduces one other empirical study, conducted by Carlsmith and Gross 

(1969), which suggests that guilt is a better motivator than empathy. In this study, the 

participants were asked to help three different groups of people: 1) an individual to whom they 

caused distress, 2) an individual to whom they saw someone else cause distress, and 3) someone 

who witnessed them cause someone else distress.39 The confederates asked the participants to 

help them make phone calls to people to get them to petition against cutting down redwoods to 

build a freeway.40 The participants were most likely to be helpful towards the third group of 

requesters, which indicates that guilt is a more powerful motivator than empathy, since empathy 

                                                             
38 Ibid., 82. 
39 Merrill Carlsmith and Alan Gross, “Some Effects of Guilt on Compliance,” Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology 11, no. 3 (1969): 235. 
40 Ibid. 
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would have motivated the participant to help the person to whom they caused distress. While 

Harman introduces this study to argue against guilt, he ultimately concludes that it is not actually 

relevant to his argument. He was worried that the study did not address whether people acted 

morally because they wanted to avoid guilt feelings, and that the study just assumed that people 

felt guilty rather than determining whether they actually had guilt feelings.41  

 There are many psychological studies on this subject that avoid the defects that Harman 

was worried about in the previous study, and it is not clear why he would chose one that he 

himself admits is irrelevant. Anticipatory guilt functioning as a motivator for moral behavior 

may be difficult to measure in a psychological study, however. Even if one is able to show that 

there is anticipatory guilt, there are likely other motives that contribute to a person’s decision to 

act morally, such as the good feeling that one gets when they do something good for another 

person, or bad consequences like punishment or damage to a relationship that result from a 

wrongdoing. Bittner is also partly accurate when he states that there is no research that indicates 

that moral agents who feel pain from doing something wrong will keep them from doing 

something similar in the future.42 Thus, it is hard to ascertain which motivation is the most 

influential one. Rather, it is possible that several kinds of motivation are influential. It is not 

likely that an empirical psychological study will prove the necessity of a single moral 

motivation, but will rather suggest its importance within morality. 

  Despite these limitations, there is relevant psychological research that does discuss the 

role of guilt in moral motivation, and that highlights its importance. Tangney and Baumeister 

summarize empirical research that emphasizes the importance of guilt in morality. In general, 

there are two aspects of moral behavior that are motivated by feeling guilt. Some studies look at 

                                                             
41 Haman 206. 
42 Bittner 267. 
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the relationship between guilt and cooperative behavior. Others, however, look at the 

relationship between guilt and interpersonal conduct more generally, especially the avoidance of 

actions that harm others.  

 Tangney holds that guilt acts as an “emotional moral barometer,” meaning that it 

provides immediate feedback, and also punishment of behavior, which both function in moral 

motivation.43 The first “feedback” function simply alerts us to the moral status of our actions. 

This function of guilt might be a crucial first step, and could function before any other motives 

besides avoiding guilt can take over. Additionally, Baumeister notes that people “perform or 

avoid a stunning variety of actions because of the anticipation of guilt.”44 Guilt is often thought 

of in terms of the moral standards inculcated by socialization, meaning guilt is felt in relation to 

socialization and teaching of moral standards. Tangney and Baumeister, however, emphasize the 

fundamental interpersonal nature of guilt. They maintain that guilt is also felt because of a 

fundamental concern with communal relatedness, and is essential to interpersonal relationships 

in general.45  

 Due to the fact that guilt is an emotion that is felt in relation to communal relationships 

that are built off of concern and nurturance, guilt motivates people to treat others that are close to 

them well.46 Baumeister notes three functions of guilt, and one in particular that is relevant to its 

role in moral motivation: the fact that guilt motivates relationship enhancing patterns of 

behavior, by enforcing communal norms.47 As a result, guilt motivates people to act in ways that 

are relationship enhancing, and that are concerned with strengthening social bonds. Thus, people 

                                                             
43 Tangney 347. 
44 Roy Baumeister, Arlene Stillwell, and Todd Heatherton, “Guilt: An Interpersonal Approach,” Psychological 
Bulletin 115, no. 2 (1994): 243.  
45 Baumeister et al., Guilt, 260. 
46 Ibid., 263. 
47 Ibid., 247. 
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who feel guilt avoid hurting, disappointing, or alienating people that they care about.48 Indeed, 

guilt guides repair of damaged relationships, and also motivates people to not mistreat others. As 

stated by Nichols, “all of this suggests that guilt is good.”49 Due to this, it would appear that guilt 

does in fact have a crucial role in connection with morality, because morality is centrally 

concerned with how we treat others.50  

 Tangney also notes how guilt differs from other emotions. In particular, Tangney 

discusses the difference between shame and guilt. She notes that shame makes people hide, lash 

out in defensive anger, or escape the situation, rather than motivating pro-social behavior. Guilt, 

however, motivates reparative actions, including confessions, apologies, and undoing the 

consequences of wrong behavior.51 Tangney attributes this to the fact that the feeling of shame is 

more focused on the moral agent feeling like they are bad, whereas guilt is more focused on 

feeling that a particular action is bad.52 All of these actions associated with guilt foster good 

relationships. Thus, guilt does seem to have a constructive function within morality, and it seems 

as though it would not be easily replaceable.  

 There is also a lot of support for the claim that guilt motivates cooperative behavior, 

which is an interpersonal function. Frank (1998) and Ketelaar and Au (2003) both conducted 

similar research regarding this cooperative function of guilt. Their studies confirmed the 

motivation from guilt to act cooperatively, and explained this phenomenon by stating that the 

option that was best for the self-interest of the participant in dilemma games became less 

appealing due to the impending pain of guilt after they chose it.53 These studies demonstrate that 

                                                             
48 Ibid., 247. 
49 Shaun Nichols, “After Incompatibilism: A Naturalistic Defense of the Reactive Attitudes,” Philosophical 
Perspectives 21 (2007): 421. 
50 Baumeister et al., Guilt, 246. 
51 Tangney 350. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Hooge et al., 1026. 
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the anticipation of guilt as a future cost is most likely assessed when making moral judgments. If 

one thinks that one will feel guilt after acting a certain way—even if that way is in one’s self-

interest—it will become less appealing when feeling guilt is a consequence.  

 More evidence comes from a study conducted by Hooge et al. (2007) that further 

analyzes this proposed relationship between guilt and cooperation. As in the previous studies, 

Hooge measured the effect of feeling guilt in people’s actions in a cooperation game. Their study 

confirmed the findings of previous research. The study included the participants completing 

unrelated tasks, and then writing a detailed autobiographical report of a time where the 

participant felt guilt. Finally, the participants played a dilemma game with another participant.54 

Hooge et al. found that after feeling guilt elicited by recalling a situation where they felt guilt, 

the level of cooperation increased for proselfs (people who generally act uncooperatively).55 The 

researchers attributed this connection—previously established by Tangney—to the fact that guilt 

is elicited after one acts immorally, and thus motivates one to make up for the wrongdoing.56 The 

fact that the guilt was not felt in relation to the task did not matter. Hooge’s study demonstrates 

how feeling guilt motivates cooperative behavior in general, rather than merely trying to repair 

the specific harm that one caused.57 

 Frank expands on this discussion of cooperation further, and supplies an argument for the 

importance of emotions in general in moral motivation. While he does not explicitly mention the 

importance of guilt, there is a clear parallel that can be drawn between guilt and a particular 

example that he gives—anger. Frank notes that emotions give us short term motivation that are 

                                                             
54 Ibid., 1030. 
55 Ibid., 1027. 
56 Ibid., 1037. 
57 Ibid., 1026. 
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best for our long-term interest, even if they are costly to us at first.58 Frank gives the example of 

anger, and notes that it is good in the long term, even if it is more costly in the short term. Anger 

motivates people to punish defectors in cooperative games, which make the people who defect 

want to cooperate in the future, when punishment is an option in the game.59 Thus, anger 

motivates us to put more time and effort into responding to mistreatment—getting compensation 

or getting even— than the compensation is actually worth. Therefore, in the short term, 

responding to mistreatment would be more costly on the basis of objective cost/benefit analysis, 

and it would be better to just accept the loss and move on.  However, punishing defectors is 

better in the long term because it demonstrates our intolerance for that type of behavior, and thus 

discourages future mistreatment.60 There is a clear parallel to this phenomenon with guilt, except 

that guilt provides internal and personal punishment, and does not require anger from someone 

else, since it is carried out by oneself. Guilt could motivate people to cooperate since people 

want to avoid it—just as they want to avoid punishment elicited from anger from someone else.  

 It is important not to underestimate the importance of guilt’s role in encouraging 

cooperation. It is not important just for economics games in psychological research, because 

many social and moral norms have a cooperative structure as well: many people will cooperate if 

others will cooperate, but will not cooperate if they think that others will not cooperate. Thus, the 

role of guilt in encouraging cooperation is more important than it might seem at first: if guilt 

motivates individual compliance, it also supports the system of norm-compliance in general. 

From a philosophical standpoint, Gaus discusses the role of moral emotions in general as serving 

an important function in promoting cooperation further. Thus, cooperation serves a vital role 

within social morality. In this context, moral emotions such as moral anger function as a way to 

                                                             
58 Nichols, “After Incompatibilism,” 418. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid. 
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enforce the social norms, and thus benefit the survival of the society as a whole.61 Moral rules 

exist when there is “ongoing recognition of a structure of mutual obligation.”62 These moral rules 

are “emotionally infused,” meaning that emotions are elicited when a moral rule is broken.63 For 

example, if someone breaks a moral rule, we are likely to feel moral anger towards her, which 

minimizes the likelihood that she will break it again. Gaus applies this similar function to guilt. 

We can imagine that if we break a moral rule, we would likely feel guilt, which would have the 

same effect on minimizing uncooperative behavior as moral anger would. Thus, the worry that 

social cooperation will become fragile is minimized because these moral emotions—like guilt—

enforce the moral rules, and thus eliminate the worry of free riders and deviants of the society. 

Guilt, resentment, and other norm-enforcing emotions play a role not just in compliance with 

social norms in particular cases, but also in encouraging the system of moral cooperation in 

general. These emotions then, are very important because the consequences of the social 

cooperative group going wrong seem to be more severe than just one moral transgression. This 

provides a clear rebuttal to Harman and Bittner’s position that we should eliminate guilt because 

it is costly. The fact that it is costly in the short term is not relevant if there are indeed long term 

benefits. 

 Based on the empirical research and considerations of the importance of cooperation 

within a social context, it appears as though guilt should not be given such a quick dismissal, 

since there are relevant applications of guilt in connection with morality. While none of the 

empirical evidence directly supports the claim that guilt alone is vital in motivating people to act 

morally, it nonetheless emphasizes that guilt is important in interpersonal interactions in general, 

                                                             
61 Gerald Gaus, The Order of Public Reason: A Theory of Freedom and Morality in a Diverse and Bounded World 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 146. 
62 Ibid., 171. 
63 Ibid., 172. 
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and motivates cooperative behavior between people. From this, it is possible to extend the 

function of guilt into one that motivates a type of moral behavior, by increasing pro-social 

behavior. While there is no empirical research that shows that there cannot be people who cannot 

feel guilt but nevertheless behave morally, it does support the claim that it would be a bad idea to 

eliminate guilt, since guilt has important effects in social interactions and moral behavior. Thus, 

while empirical research does not completely counter Harman’s initial claim that he does not feel 

guilt and still acts morally, it does pose a problem for Harman’s suggestion to get rid of guilt 

entirely.  

 

II. Guilt and Moral Development 

 Moral motivation aside, guilt is also thought of as having an important role in moral 

development. There are two important roles that guilt could play in moral development. The first 

role concerns coming to understand morality. One possible hypothesis is that all normal adults 

are susceptible to guilt feelings, and without guilt in their moral developmental process, children 

would not learn to “acquire a moral sense.”64 Even if adults can eliminate their dispositions to 

feel guilt, guilt still has an important role to play in morality, because children need to “pass 

through” a stage in which they feel guilt in order to learn moral principles in the first place. This 

developmental hypothesis is compatible with adults being able to eliminate their dispositions to 

feel guilt, and also with guilt being non-essential to moral motivation in adults. Harman 

explicitly disagrees with this developmental position, and thinks that children can be perfectly 

normal moral agents and acquire a moral sense without ever needing to have experienced guilt. 

Thus, Harman believes that parents should raise children in a way that would condition them not 

to feel guilt. There is less psychological empirical research on this matter than guilt’s role in 
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moral motivation, and the research that does exist is controversial.  

 One empirical study that comments on this issue of moral development concerns children 

who either had brain deficits or brain injuries, which resulted in a lack of susceptibility to guilt 

and an inability to develop a moral sense.65 Despite this research, it is difficult to know whether 

the lack of guilt is what caused the absence of acquisition of morality. Harman also points out 

that this research does not necessarily entail that children who do not have brain deficits or brain 

injuries acquire morality because they experience guilt.66 Therefore, Harman still holds that there 

is no evidence that contradicts the assertion that children can develop morality without feeling 

guilt.67 

 Under Harman’s view, guilt would have no function whatsoever, and would not be 

necessary at all for children to develop a normal sense of morality, or a capacity to distinguish 

moral actions from immoral actions. This view presupposes that it is possible for parents to 

condition their children not to feel any guilt, but instead rely on other moral motivations such as 

empathy, sympathy, and moral principles like a sense of duty. Though Harman points out that 

there is no evidence that supports the claim that one would not be able to raise a child so that she 

would not feel guilt, there is also a lack of evidence that supports the claim that it is possible. It is 

unclear whether guilt feelings could even be eliminated from a child’s repertoire of emotions in 

this first place. Thus, whether or not this is an actual option is unsure.  

 If it is the case that guilt is not necessary for a healthy moral development in children, 

then how can we condition children not to be susceptible to guilt feelings? Harman proposes that 

a parent should not punish their children, but rather help them develop feelings of sympathy and 

empathy towards other individuals, set a good example, and reward them for morally good 
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behavior.68 Even though punishment may be an effective way to deter children from behaving 

similarly in the future, Harman holds that praise can be just as effective. With this type of 

parenting, Harman believes it is “even within the realm of possibility” to bring up a child so that 

they will not be susceptible to guilt feelings at all.69 Guilt can have many different functions 

within moral development, and it is too simple to say that it either should be included in moral 

development, or should not, especially when this issue is highly controversial and lacks 

confirming evidence. 

 The second proposed connection between guilt and moral development is that guilt is 

necessary for moral motivation, and the different possibilities stemming from this connection 

vary with what stages of life for which one believes that guilt is necessary to motivate moral 

behavior. It seems as though there are several potentially plausible options for the motivational 

role of guilt in moral development that are necessary to consider; I will consider three. 

 One possible motivational role of guilt in moral development is that guilt is necessary for 

everyone as a crutch during the process of moral development, but that once people develop 

other kinds of direct motivation, guilt is no longer necessary. Thus, moral agents should reject 

guilt when they reach the threshold of being sophisticated moral agents, and guilt no longer is 

necessary to motivate moral behavior. After this shift occurs, one could be motivated to act 

morally for other reasons, like concern for others, a sense of duty, and a motivation to live up to 

a moral ideal. Thus, guilt would function in the more primitive stages of moral development. If 

we eliminated guilt under this view, children or adolescents might not have sufficient motivation 

to act morally.  

 A second possibility of the motivational role of guilt in moral development would be that 
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some amount of guilt is always necessary throughout one’s moral life. It is not just an aid in 

moral development that can be discarded once a moral agent is sophisticated enough to use other 

forms of moral motivation. This is the function that Harman would undeniably disapprove of, 

since it is a claim that is opposite of his thesis. It entails that getting rid of guilt would have 

significant consequences on one’s moral behavior, since guilt is always necessary to serve a 

motivational purpose for most people, even in adult life. If this were the case, then we should not 

in fact try to eliminate guilt, as Harman proposes.  

 Another possibility would be that the function of guilt as a moral motivator is entirely 

dependent on the disposition of the moral agent. We have been assuming that everyone is the 

same, but it is very plausible that there is inter-personal variation. Harman claims that he does 

not feel guilt, but that may be based on what his disposition is. Some children might develop in a 

morally healthy way without any feelings of guilt; these children would rely on other forms of 

motivation, and thus would not need guilt. For example, some children might have firmly felt 

moral convictions, and thus would do the right thing out of principle. Similarly, some children 

might also have a strong sense of sympathy for others, and thus would have less of a need for 

guilt as well. Other children, however, might need the extra help of avoiding doing certain things 

because they want to avoid the negative feelings associated with feeling guilt. This might be the 

case with more impulsive children, who do not consider various ways of acting before they act, 

but rather do so without any other considerations. Thus, a more visceral, automatic form of 

motivation like guilt might be helpful for those children, and would continue to be useful 

throughout their life, as long as they continued to have those certain characteristics that made 

them more fit to have guilt as a moral motivator.   

 While there may be different functions of guilt within moral development that we can 
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imagine, the question of whether or not we should eliminate guilt in moral development not only 

depends on which one is the most preferred, but also the most plausible. The elimination of guilt 

might be trickier that Harman suggests. Indeed, Harman’s proposed parenting strategy for 

eliminating guilt might not be able to eliminate guilt entirely, since—for the majority of 

people—guilt is inextricably tied with our human nature, and simply not something that can be 

easily—if at all—eliminated from our repertoire of moral emotions. As stated by Nichols, 

“dislodging…reactive attitudes will not be easy.”70 Reactive attitudes like guilt and anger are 

deeply embedded in human nature, and it seems as though they will be difficult—if not 

impossible—to eliminate entirely. Thus, if parents followed Harman’s parenting strategy, parents 

would likely only be able to try and decrease their child’s experience of guilt so that it would not 

be excessive, and have a needless high cost to themselves. Excessive guilt is clearly something to 

be avoided, and thus just enough guilt to deter someone from acting similarly in the future is 

preferred. This policy should of course be implemented in all of the potential functions of guilt, 

since excessive guilt is never preferred. However, it does not seem as though it would be easy to 

eliminate guilt entirely.  

 Thus, this is a question of not only the best description of the role that guilt actually 

plays, but also a question of whether we should revise our practices. This question is only more 

than theoretically interesting if we have some kind of control over guilt dispositions. While a 

nonexistent function of guilt in moral development is not plausible for everyone and guilt does 

seem to be intertwined with our human nature, it does seem as though there is room for change 

within the options. In examining each possibility that guilt could have, and also considering that 

it may not even be an option to entirely eliminate guilt effectively, it is evident that the function 

of guilt in moral development that seems to be the most plausible is to feel guilt throughout 
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moral development, but also when we are sophisticated moral agents. There is no reason to get 

rid of guilt. As previously noted, the amount of guilt should be as minimal as possible: just 

enough to not jeopardize the closeness of our interpersonal relationships, but also enough to 

deter further immoral actions. We would lose something essential if we eliminated guilt entirely, 

or even if guilt was just used when the moral agent was a child, and then rejected later on in life 

when more ‘sophisticated’ means of moral motivation were invoked. Therefore, guilt should be 

eliminated neither in moral development, nor in our moral life.  

 

III. Benefits of Guilt for Moral Motivation 

 As demonstrated through psychological research and philosophical investigations, guilt 

does seem to have an essential place within morality. However, others still may maintain that 

there are more effective ways to motivate moral behavior; even if guilt does have this established 

connection with morality, other forms of motivation could still take its place that would not have 

the negative costs to the self that guilt has. This is not necessarily the case. Guilt has benefits that 

are unaddressed. There are reasons to think that guilt is an especially good kind of moral 

motivation. I will compare guilt to three different sources of moral motivation: external 

punishments, moral commitment, and other emotions.  

 First, guilt is a better enforcer of morality than external punishment, since it is an internal 

process that one cannot escape from. Punishment from social sanctions such as legal punishment 

and social disapproval can be escaped from. With guilt, there is no question of whether or not 

one will get caught and punished, since the punishment comes from within the self. Kavka 

emphasizes this point specifically. External sanctions like punishment from the state can be 
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expensive, and drain social resources.71 This form of punishment is also intrusive, and liable to 

abuse. Internal sanctions, however, escape all of these problems of external punishment. Internal 

sanctions are defined as psychic structures that punish immorality and reward virtue.72 Guilt thus 

functions as an internal sanction, since it motivates us not to act immorally, since we want to 

avoid the costs of feeling it.73 Guilt does not cost anything to a society, since all the resources are 

within the self. The only cost of guilt is to the self, which is usually minimal, if it is correctly 

developed. If we did not have guilt, we might need something like a police state to provide 

enough motivation for people to act morally. 

 Guilt is also a more consistent form of motivation compared to moral commitment to 

moral principles, or doing the right thing. Our morality may not be as rigid as we would like to 

believe. It does seem to be the case that guilt—and perhaps other emotions like sympathy or 

resentment— does a better job of explaining why we act morally than relatively intellectual, 

theoretical judgments about what is right and wrong.74 Forms of moral motivation that are 

consistent are preferred, since they are more reliable. Thus, an agent that relies on a more 

consistent moral motivation is likely to act morally consistently. Being motivated by principles 

might be less plausible than Harman wants to purport. Even if a moral agent has a principle, it 

does not entail that she will necessarily live up to that moral principle in all moral behavior, or 

even in the majority of moral behavior. For example, it seems as though it would be a lot easier 

to harm people if we did not feel that sense of visceral unpleasantness when we harm someone, 

even if we truly believed intellectually that harming others was wrong. The emotional reaction to 
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hurting someone seems as though it is an important reason why we do not hurt others. This 

visceral unpleasantness would likely be grounded in sympathy, but we could also imagine guilt 

to have the same effect. If we did not have the visceral reaction to harming someone that guilt 

elicits, would it not be the case that it would be easier to act that way in the future? Even if we 

believed—on an intellectual level—that what we did was wrong?  

 Peter Singer’s argument provides further evidence for the need for some sort of 

supplementation to our moral principles for moral motivation. Singer argues that people should 

donate most of their money to charity. If people accepted Singer’s argument and believed that 

they should do as he says, would they actually donate their money to charity? It seems as though 

even if they do in fact accept it, most people still do not do it. Singer himself does not even 

donate as much as his principle calls for. A plausible explanation for this is that even though 

people who accept Singer’s principle believe that they ought to donate all of their money, they 

do not have much motivational support from their emotions. As Singer acknowledges, writing a 

check to an aid agency is much less emotionally compelling than watching a child drown in a 

pond right in front of you.75 If a sense of duty and accepting Singer’s principle is still not enough 

motivation to donate to charity, then we can likewise expect that someone who wants to do 

something that they believe is wrong, but who does not have emotional support from guilt or 

other emotions, might not have enough motivation to do the right thing. 

 It indeed seems as though people have principles that they have trouble living up to, and 

thus their principles might need support from other, more internal moral motivations, such as 

guilt. Many people do have trouble living up to all of their moral principles even now, when they 

do experience guilt. Therefore, it seems even less plausible that commitment to principles that is 

unsupported by anything else would be enough to motivate moral behavior without guilt. Guilt 
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does provide a function in making one act in accordance with one’s moral principles.76 

Therefore, guilt might be necessary to provide extra motivation to act in accordance with our 

moral principles.  

 Guilt also seems as though it would be more effective than other moral emotions. 

Harman states that one could be motivated to repair past wrongs just by regretting an action, and 

Pereboom takes a similar position that resolve could also provide a comparable motivation as 

guilt, but without the pain. However, these two emotions would not have the same effects as 

guilt. Nichols has a similar concern. He states, “It strikes me as unlikely that resolve will provide 

sufficient motivation for the bulk of the population.”77 The only way that regret and resolve 

would work effectively would be if they had some sort of pain associated with them. If this was 

the case, however, Harman and Bittner would likely reject resolve and regret for the same 

reasons that they reject guilt. Guilt also seems as though it would be a better motive for moral 

concern than sympathy and empathy. We do not feel sympathy and empathy for everyone; for 

example, we are not as likely to feel empathy for someone who we dislike. Guilt is thus more 

reliable, because it is less sensitive to how we feel about particular people, even though it does 

vary somewhat in relation to how much we care about the person we are hurting. 

 Due to these benefits of guilt in comparison to other forms of motivation of moral 

actions, guilt is a more attractive moral motivator than it is given credit for. It provides 

punishment that is within the self, and thus acts as a better type of motivator than external 

punishments like getting caught by the police, which is also not as reliable as guilt. Additionally, 

guilt is more reliable as a moral motivator because it is more constant than other moral 

motivators. Guilt will always be felt in relation to our committing immoral actions, whereas our 

                                                             
76 D’Arms and Jacobson 111. 
77 Nichols, “After Incompatibilism,” 421. 



  26 

principles are a more inconsistent source of motivation.  

 

III. The Ideal Moral Agent 

 In addition to being better than other sources of moral motivation—or at least an 

important supplement to them—guilt also has an intrinsic importance within human life. Guilt is 

important in our personal relationships, as well as in moral motivation. While it is clear that 

Harman thinks that guilt should be eliminated, it is unclear about who should make these efforts 

to stop feeling guilt. There are two potential theses that Harman could be proposing: a weak 

thesis and a strong thesis. The weak thesis would be that only ideal moral agents—like Harman 

and his colleagues—do not need to feel guilt, because they have other resources to fall back on, 

like a stronger commitment to moral principles. This thesis is easier to agree with, since it is not 

proposing that everyone should eliminate guilt. However, this thesis is also less interesting, since 

the scope of the ideal moral agent is reduced, and thus his claim is weaker. The strong thesis, 

however, would propose that even ordinary moral agents should eliminate guilt. This is harder to 

agree with, since guilt is likely to play a more important role for ordinary moral agents.   

 If one were to take the position of the strong thesis—that guilt was not necessary for 

moral motivation in general—how would an ideal moral agent be characterized? Harman’s 

proposed ideal agent is someone who acts morally, but if a moral agent did do something wrong, 

she would feel regret and pledge to do better in the future, but would not feel badly about her 

wrongdoing. Thus, an ideal moral agent would rationally assess her wrongdoing, without feeling 

guilt about her action.  

 However, would an ideal moral agent really be someone who does not feel guilt? Even if 

the ideal moral agent were still motivated to act morally without it, how would it affect other 
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aspects, like the moral agent’s relationships? Strawson argues that the reactive attitudes, 

including emotions such as resentment, indignation, and guilt play a vital role in ordinary human 

relationships, and relating to others.78 Thus, eliminating a reactive attitude would make our 

relationships more detached and distant, and less “human.” Strawson emphasizes this importance 

of reactive attitudes and the severe consequences that would result if we eliminated them. He 

states that if we did not have reactive attitudes, then “we [would] have direct dealings with 

human beings without any degree of personal involvement, treating them simply as creatures to 

be handled in our own interests, or our side’s, or society’s.”79 Without these attitudes that are felt 

in relation to others, we might view people “simply as something to be understood and controlled 

in the most desirable fashion.”80 This is clearly far from the way our personal relationships are 

now. Even we were to just eliminate guilt and not the other reactive attitudes, this could have a 

significant impact on our most cherished relationships. This effect can be tested with our 

intuition, by asking: how would we feel if someone did something wrong to us, but then did not 

feel guilt or remorse about doing it? Would it be alienating to be friends with someone who did 

not feel guilty, even when they did something wrong? It seems as though it would be, even 

granting that people will mostly behave in moral ways whether or not they feel guilt.  

 Bittner raises a parallel situation to this, which might shed more light on what an ideal 

moral agent is. If someone did not feel any remorse or pain after ending a relationship, would 

that appear to be a cold and inhuman response?81 Even if feeling remorse or pain after breaking 

off a relationship does not accomplish anything productive, this response of not feeling remorse 

seems to be lacking something essentially human. It is quite plausible that we would indeed feel 

                                                             
78 P. F. Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment,” in Freedom and Resentment and Other Essays (New York: 
Routledge, 1974), 5. 
79 Strawson 12. 
80 Strawson 12. 
81 Bittner 272. 



  28 

alienated from that person, and as though they did not have as much care or concern about us as 

we previously had thought. Even if an emotion might seem irrational initially, this is not a cause 

to reject it.82 Thus, it seems as though there are painful emotions that still have a pro-social 

function, and do have an important role to play in constituting our relationships, even if they are 

not productive in other ways. This reason may provide enough support to argue that guilt plays a 

significant role and would be a part of an ideal moral agent’s emotional repertoire, even if there 

are other ways of motivating moral behavior that do not involve costs to the self. Harman and 

Bittner may argue against this argument, and claim they are not taking away anything essential, 

because they are just advocating for the elimination of guilt and not any of the other reactive 

attitudes. However, guilt is essential, and the elimination of it would have a significant impact, as 

suggested by the above thought experiments. Simply put, we would feel distanced from a friend 

if she did not feel badly after hurting us. 

 We should be careful not to overstate the importance of guilt in human life, however. 

Williams, for example, argues that guilt gives us a connection to our past actions. Williams 

proposes that there is a desire that people have that makes them want to retain their identity and 

character as an agent. Thus, the role of guilt does not just have motivational functions, but also 

serves to promote psychological continuity or ownership with our past, and builds our character 

over time.83 For example, if I acted immorally in the past and do not feel guilty about my 

immoral action, then I must not really fully acknowledge that I, myself, did it. Therefore, if we 

do not feel guilt, we do not fully acknowledge our past actions. While it seems plausible that our 

emotions do indeed connect us with our past actions, Bittner would likely reply that guilt is not 

necessary to remaining tied to our identity, and merely acknowledging the action one committed 
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through feeling regret is sufficient. Pain is not necessarily crucial in order to have psychological 

continuity with our past. Additionally, we can identify with our past actions in other ways 

besides feeling guilt, simply by having a memory of ourselves doing them. 

 Thus, it appears as though an ideal moral agent would indeed feel guilt. Due to the 

interpersonal nature of guilt, it is likely that a person would feel detached from a moral agent 

who acted wrongly against her, and then did not feel any pain or guilt. While it is true that 

someone could communicate that she wished she had acted otherwise through feeling regret, it is 

simply not the same as feeling guilt for hurting someone. Not feeling badly and simply stating, “I 

will do better in the future,” is a distancing way of acting, particularly when the wrong action is 

significant. Therefore, guilt expresses indirect concern for others. 

 Additionally, Harman’s view that guilt should be eliminated entirely might commit him 

to a stronger claim than he would be willing to make, through the use of a simple reductio 

argument. If one has to reject guilt on the basis that it is a psychologically distressing emotion, is 

one also committed to rejecting other ‘ugly’ emotions as well? In other words, if one rejects an 

emotion simply because it is a negative emotion and the benefits of that emotion are not apparent 

at a first glance, does this apply to all other negative emotions? It seems as though Harman’s 

argument could potentially apply to many other negative emotions, such as grief, dread, gloom, 

and deep despondency, but is it realistic to make this claim?84 Is it not the case that we would be 

left with a sparse repertoire of emotions? We would not necessarily want to give up these “bad” 

emotions. They, too, are appropriate at times. For example, would we really want to be the kind 

of people who just experience positive emotions all of the time, and never sadness?  It is 

sometimes appropriate to feel the occasional gloom or sadness, even in relation to things that we 

cannot change. It would be helpful to ask Harman which negative emotions are productive 
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enough to be kept. At what point does the pain associated with the emotion become 

overwhelmed by the beneficial functions? Therefore, it seems as though an ideal moral agent 

should still feel guilt. Even though it is a costly emotion, guilt does foster a human connection 

with others through expressing concern and care.  

 

IV. Limitations and Complexities of Guilt  

 While guilt has several benefits that make it a preferable form of moral motivation over 

others, there are also various limitations and complications associated with guilt. One problem 

with guilt is that there are situations where guilt and morality are misaligned. Guilt would be the 

perfect enforcer of morality if it applied equally to all moral actions, in proportion to the degree 

of badness of the wrongdoing. This is not the case, however, because guilt is closely tied with 

relationships; the closer the relationship, the more one is likely to feel guilt for treating another 

person badly. As Baumeister states, “guilt seems to grow amid the strong emotional bonds 

between people who care about one another.”85 This complication of guilt might cause morality 

and guilt to be out of sync with one another in some cases. How much this is an issue depends on 

one’s own theory of morality. For example, this might pose a bigger problem for someone with 

an impartialist consequentialist theory, than it would for a deontological moral theory.86 Many 

deontologists believe that we have special obligations to family and friends that we may not have 

toward human beings generally. From a utilitarian standpoint, however, we must treat everyone 

equally, and should not favor people whom we are closest with. Thus, guilt would be more out of 

alignment under this impartialist moral theory, since guilt motivates us to act morally towards 

our family and friends more than it does towards humans generally. 
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 If guilt is more concerned with close relationships whereas morality is concerned 

impartially with everyone, this poses a problem for guilt in motivating moral behavior. We can 

imagine a scenario where someone would feel guiltier for not calling her grandmother on her 

birthday, than she would harming a stranger, or not donating money to help children in a third 

world country get access to clean drinking water. Even though the transgression in the second set 

of cases might be worse in nature, the moral agent would most likely still feel guiltier for not 

calling her grandmother back, since she is closer to her grandmother than she is to children in a 

third world country that she has never met, and thus does not feel any personal attachment to. 

Therefore, guilt might be less effective in governing behavior towards distant strangers, because 

those are the people who you are less likely to feel guilty about hurting or not helping. 

Baumeister describes this phenomenon as natural, because it is emotionally difficult to hurt 

people who we share a bond with.87  

  A parallel phenomenon also occurs with loyalty and morality. As with guilt, we can also 

imagine cases where loyalty and morality would come apart. Loyalty is also focused on our 

closest relationships, and we may thus be motivated to do something immoral if it meant 

protecting someone who we were close with. For example, loyalty might make us protect people 

that we should not necessarily protect. This phenomenon sometimes occurs within the police 

force, and specifically within partners. Sometimes, if a policeman or policewoman did something 

wrong, their partner will either refuse to testify against them, or deny the wrongdoing altogether. 

Therefore, loyalty faces a similar problem that guilt does. Because this parallel between loyalty 

and guilt is based off the fact that these emotions are both concerned with the people who we are 

closest with, one could probably draw this issue between any moral emotion or other source of 

moral motivation that is biased towards those we care about the most, and morality. 
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 Another complexity of guilt is that it might be more relevant for certain situations. For 

example, guilt seems as though it would motivate moral actions that are concerned more with 

refraining from and repairing negative actions than moral actions that are concerned with 

supererogatory cases, which involve going above and beyond the expectation. This may not 

always be the case, since one could imagine a situation in which one would still be motivated by 

guilt to act in a supererogatory way. An example of this would be if the supererogatory action 

involved harm to someone else, such as if someone felt an obligation to shelter Jews during 

World War II.88 Additionally, many people who sheltered Jews during the Holocaust did not 

think that they were doing something supererogatory, or that they were moral saints or heroes. 

Rather, they thought that it was the right thing to do.89 This might be because the result of their 

not sheltering Jews would have significant consequences, and involve harm. People might not 

perceive actions as being supererogatory when they involve harm to others, especially when it is 

severe harm. Therefore, this complexity should be narrowed down to just include supererogatory 

actions that do not involve harm to someone else. However, while this complexity emphasizes 

the way that guilt may not always concern all moral judgments equally, it does not provide any 

reason to have doubts about guilt as a source of moral motivation. This is because supererogatory 

actions are not morally required, so therefore it does not seem as though it is a problem with guilt 

that it does not motivate these types of actions, even if it is good that people perform them.   

 

V. The Defense of Guilt  

 In the literature, people talk about guilt in an abstract way with an over-generalized 

interpretation: we feel guilty when we violate moral standards that we accept. However, due to 
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the nature of guilt, it would be difficult for it to be an all-exclusive motivation, where it is the 

only thing that is necessary to motivate moral behavior. How important guilt is depends on the 

relationship to the person involved, what type of moral consideration is involved, and the 

individual’s disposition. Despite these complications, it is not the purpose of this paper to 

establish guilt’s role as a perfect motivator of moral action. Rather, it is to establish that guilt 

does have an important motivational role within morality, but that it may be necessary to 

supplement it with other forms of motivation to make one’s moral judgments more impartial. 

Therefore, guilt should not be talked about, or assessed, in broad terms, and be likened to one’s 

conscience in all situations. Rather, guilt has a complicated profile that does not always line up 

with what we think is required, although the degree of divergence is different for different moral 

theories. This makes its status as a moral emotion more complicated, and therefore might give us 

a different picture about what type of a role guilt might play, such as in more interpersonal 

judgments. 

 Essentially, it would appear that eliminating guilt would be eliminating something 

essential. All moral emotions are sometimes fitting, and even motivate beneficial behavior, as 

evidenced by guilt. Indeed, as D’Arms and Jacobson aptly state,  “emotional sensibilities are 

among the central features of a distinctively human life.”90 It is morally appropriate to feel guilt, 

and guilt does have important functions within moral life: in motivating cooperative behavior, in 

acquiring a moral sense, and in our precious relationships. The cost of guilt is outweighed by its 

benefits. To eliminate it for everyone would have significant consequences, even if we could be 

motivated similarly by other, less costly emotions. Guilt is essential: both in our human nature 

and in our interpersonal relationships.   

 
                                                             
90 D’Arms and Jacobson 100. 
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