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Abstract
This article offers a new account of the moral substance of shame. Through care-
ful reflection on the motives and intentional structure of shame, I defend the claim 
that shame is an egocentric and morally blind emotion. I argue that shame is rooted 
in our desire for social affirmation and constituted by our ability to sense how we 
appear to others. What makes shame egocentric is that in shame we are essentially 
concerned about our own social worth and pained by the perception of our self as 
socially worthless. In itself, shame entails no morally pertinent concern about oth-
ers or understanding of what is morally significant. I contrast shame with the pos-
sibility of relating to others—and to oneself—with love and care. Indeed, I propose 
that love is essential for moral understanding and motivation. The argument of the 
article unfolds through critical appraisals of the main strategies for defending the 
moral value of shame. First, against the claim that shame entails respect for others, 
I argue that shame’s sensitivity to the opinions of others is motivated by egocentric 
self-concern. Second, against the view that shame over failures to live up to moral 
values is morally valuable, I argue that regardless of whether the values guiding our 
shame are moral or not, the perspective of shame is oblivious to their moral mean-
ing. Third, against the claim that shame is crucial for self-understanding, I argue that 
the desire for affirmation that drives shame is a powerful source of self-deception.
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1  Introduction

Our sense of shame is without doubt one of the strongest emotional forces affect-
ing our behavior and thinking. As such, it plays a central role in our moral lives. 
It can motivate morally good action and self-reform and it can punish immoral-
ity with painful shame. However, it can also prompt immoral action and make 
us feel ashamed of traits and actions of ours that are morally innocuous or even 
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good. Just as my selfish neglect of a friend of mine might occasion me to feel 
shame, I can also feel shame over my obesity or poverty, or perhaps over my 
effort to help my friend—say, if my friend belongs to a social group despised by 
my community.

How should we understand shame’s relation to morality? What is the moral 
substance of this powerful emotion?

The latest decades have seen—as part of a strengthened interest in the role 
of emotions in morality more generally—an intensified debate about the moral 
status of shame. On the one hand, there is a widespread view that shame is a 
morally deficient or problematic emotion. Different reasons have been presented 
in support of this view: that in shame we are merely concerned about our social 
standing and not about moral claims as such (Adkins 1960; Benedict 1947; 
Dodds 1951; Gibbard 1990; Maibom 2010); that shame regularly focuses on mor-
ally innocuous traits over which we have no control (Gibbard 1990; Lamb 1983; 
Maibom 2010); that shame is egocentric and at odds with empathic responses 
(Adkins 1960; Leith and Baumeister 1998; Tangney 1991, 1995); that shame pro-
vokes rage and violence (Lewis 1971; Scheff and Retzinger 1991; Tangney 1995; 
Tangney et al. 1996; Wicker et  al. 1983); finally, that shame elicits incapacitat-
ing self-torment and depression (Isenberg 1949; Kekes 1988; Nussbaum 2004; 
Orth et  al. 2006; Tangney et  al. 1992). On the other hand, many of the major 
recent contributions to the debate have been attempts to defend the moral value 
of shame. The most common defense has consisted in arguing that shame is not 
essentially a social emotion. Rather, it is a negative evaluation of our character in 
the light of our own values. If our values are morally good, so the argument goes, 
then our shame amounts to a morally valuable self-assessment (Deonna et  al. 
2012; Manion 2002; Rawls 1971 [2005]; Taylor 1985). Again, others have argued 
that shame is morally valuable precisely because it is a social emotion involving 
respect for others and their points of view (Buss 1999; Calhoun 2004; Thomason 
2018; Williams 1993).

However, despite intense discussion and valuable contributions, I want to sug-
gest that the contemporary debate still suffers from a basic lack when it comes to 
understanding the moral meaning of shame. What has been lacking is a radical 
enough effort at elucidating the moral quality of the motives and of the manner 
of understanding oneself and others that constitute the emotional experience of 
shame.

The primary methodological approach of this article will be phenomenologi-
cal in the sense given to this term in the phenomenological tradition launched by 
Edmund Husserl and developed further in different ways by subsequent phenom-
enologists, among them Martin Heidegger, Max Scheler, Edith Stein, Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, and Emmanuel Levinas. 
In my view, the methodological core of phenomenology, which I try to practice, 
consists in phenomenological reflection. Broadly understood, phenomenological 
reflection is the activity of reflecting on our concrete first-person lived experi-
ences with the aim of describing and explicating the essential structures that con-
stitute the experiences under investigation. Using this approach, I will reflect on 
shame and other relevant experiences in order to explicate the motivational and 
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intentional structures that make these experiences what they are and that are cru-
cial for understanding their moral meaning.1

My use of a phenomenological approach does not imply that I will be discussing 
phenomenological philosophers in particular. Rather, my investigation is oriented 
towards the issue itself—the moral status of shame—and I will engage with the rel-
evant contemporary literature on the issue regardless of tradition.

In what follows, I will make the case that shame is a fundamentally egocentric 
and morally blind emotion. The claim that shame in some sense is an egoistic emo-
tion has been made before (cf. Adkins 1960; Leith and Baumeister 1998; Morrison 
1989; Nussbaum 2004; Tangney 1991, 1995). However, it has not been substantiated 
and specified through sufficient analysis of the motivational and intentional structure 
of shame of the kind that I hope to provide here.

In a previous article (Westerlund 2019a), I presented an account of what I pro-
posed is the basic interpersonal structure of shame. I argued that shame is rooted in 
our desire for social affirmation and in our ability to sense how we appear to others, 
and that shame is what we feel when we come to perceive ourselves as fundamen-
tally non-affirmable or despicable. In the present article, I go on to investigate the 
moral dimension of shame. I argue that shame is egocentric in the sense that it is 
driven by a worry about the social worth and appeal of our own self whereas it lacks 
any genuine moral concern or understanding. I contrast the egocentricity of shame 
with the possibility of love and care for others, which, I suggest, is irreducibly con-
stitutive of moral understanding and motivation. This also means that I will depart 
from the prevailing habit of contrasting shame to guilt (cf. Deonna and Teroni 2008; 
Lamb 1983; Lewis 1971; O’Hear 1977; Tangney 1991, 1995; Teroni and Bruun 
2011).2

My account of love as essential to moral understanding will of necessity be 
sketchy and will likely be met with skepticism by some readers. Hence, a brief 
explanation of why I believe it is important for my argument is in order.

As a rule, philosophers assessing the moral value of shame have, without much 
argument, presupposed as their starting point some traditional philosophical con-
ception of morality. These guiding views of morality have tended to be intellectu-
alist in character such that, in one way or another, they have pictured morality as 
primarily a matter of knowing and adhering to moral values and norms. However, 
what has largely been missing—both in the contemporary discussion and in the tra-
dition at large—is an effort to explore how moral understanding itself is connected 
to and perhaps constituted by our motives, concerns, attitudes, and emotions. How 
are we touched by and responsive to morality? Does not moral understanding in 
itself require emotional sensitivity to and concern about what is morally signifi-
cant—especially human beings and animals? The common failure to pursue these 
kinds of questions has resulted in a general lack of clarity as regards the difference 
between genuine moral understanding and other ways of knowing values and norms 

1  I spell out my view of the phenomenological method in more detail in Westerlund (2020).
2  Although I cannot argue this here, I think that guilt—like shame—is an emotion that does not neces-
sarily entail any morally pertinent concern or understanding.
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that lack understanding of and concern for their moral meaning. If correct, this in 
turn implies that philosophers presupposing some traditional intellectualist theory of 
morality will be prone to have difficulties grasping the moral deficiency of shame. 
In so far as shame is determined by some kind of knowledge of values and norms 
that are morally good and in so far as it encourages morally good actions—both of 
which are quite possible—what is the problem? What is it that shame is supposedly 
lacking?

If the above diagnosis is true and if my account of love is on target, at least as 
regards their basic direction, it follows that what is needed to clarify the moral sub-
stance of shame is both an investigation of moral understanding—and its relation 
to love—and an investigation of shame. Ultimately, I think there is good reason to 
turn the standard schema for investigating the moral meaning of shame on its head. 
That is, instead of presupposing some traditional conception of morality as our guid-
ing light for assessing the moral value of shame, we need to realize that the task 
of elucidating shame—and other moral emotions such as love, guilt, and bad con-
science—is fundamental and vital for understanding moral understanding and moti-
vation as such.3

I do think it is possible to grasp and appreciate my argument for the egocentric-
ity of shame while remaining skeptical of my view of love. However, I believe my 
account of the essential role of love in morality is important for getting a sense of 
what shame is lacking and of how it contrasts with moral understanding.

I begin the article by outlining my view of the interpersonal structure of shame. 
After that, I advance and argue my central claim concerning the egocentrism of 
shame and the moral primacy of love and care. I then go on to clarify and specify 
this claim by discussing three of the main recent strategies for defending shame. 
First, I consider the argument that shame entails respect for others and their points of 
view. Second, I discuss the view that shame over failures to live up to moral values 
is morally valuable. Third, I discuss the view that shame is constitutive of or impor-
tantly conducive to self-understanding. Finally, in the conclusion, I draw attention to 
why shame, despite its egocentricity and moral lack, nevertheless has an important 
role to play in morality.

The article primarily focuses on the moral substance of the motives and under-
standing that make up the experience and perspective of shame. This means that I 
will leave aside many questions figuring in the debate about shame and morality, 
for example, questions about the extrinsic effects and functions of shame in moral-
ity and society, and questions about the reaction tendencies of shame, say, about 
shame’s relation to violence and depression. Although my analysis offers back-
ground understanding for dealing with such issues, they fall outside the scope of this 
text.

3  These suggestions are in line with the steadily growing philosophical trend to emphasize the pivotal 
role of emotions in morality. Although I sympathize with this trend, it seems to me that much thinking 
in this field has still been hampered by the tendency to analyze and evaluate moral emotions in terms of 
overly intellectualist notions of morality. For an overview of the field, see Bagnoli (2011).
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2 � The Interpersonal Structure of Shame

Let me start by outlining my basic analysis of the interpersonal motives and struc-
ture of shame. As mentioned above, I have developed this analysis at length in a 
recent article (Westerlund 2019a). Here, a brief sketch must suffice.

The debate about the nature of shame has been characterized by the ten-
sion between two opposing accounts. Whereas what I will call the “interpersonal 
account” (cf. Calhoun 2004; Deigh 1983; Montes Sánchez 2015; Rochat 2009; Sar-
tre 1943 [2003]; Williams 1993; Wollheim 1993; Zahavi 2014) conceives of shame 
as essentially a social emotion in which we are concerned about how others see and 
judge us, the “self-evaluative account” (cf. Deonna et al. 2012; Kekes 1988; Lewis 
1992; O’Hear 1977; Rawls 1971 [2005]; Roberts 2003; Scheler 1913 [1957]; Tay-
lor 1985) conceives of shame as a kind of autonomous self-evaluation that does not 
necessarily refer to others at all.

In my view, the interpersonal analysis of shame is on target in emphasizing that 
in shame we are, in some sense, fundamentally concerned about how we appear to 
others and how others judge us. In what sense, however? How should this funda-
mental concern about and presence of others in shame be understood? The standard 
way of accounting for the social character of shame has been to argue that shame 
requires the presence of an audience—a real-life audience or an imagined audi-
ence—that sees and judges us in a negative manner. However, as representatives of 
the self-evaluative analysis have pointed out, it seems quite possible to feel shame 
even when we are all alone and have no audience, not even an indeterminate imag-
ined audience, in mind (cf. Deonna et  al. 2012: 136–9; Deonna and Teroni 2011: 
196–7). Moreover, it has been argued—correctly, I think—that to feel shame, it is 
not enough that we are confronted with adverse judgements of ourselves by others. 
After all, shame is just one possible reaction to such an experience. We could also 
react, for example, with fear or anger. Hence, in order to feel shame, it is crucial 
that we ourselves also in some sense perceive and judge ourselves as shameful (cf. 
Deonna et al. 2012: 128–31; Montes Sánchez 2015: 185; Zahavi 2014: 225–7).

The self-evaluative analysis has taken the above arguments as proof of its central 
idea that, at its core, shame is a negative self-evaluation that does not essentially 
refer to others at all. On this view, shame is what we feel when we see ourselves as 
having failed to live up to the values that we hold dear and that constitute our iden-
tity. However, why would this kind of failure, even if radical, give rise to shame? As 
representatives of the interpersonal account have noted, the self-evaluative analy-
sis cannot distinguish between shame and self-disappointment (Deigh 1983: 231; 
Zahavi 2014: 212, 222). The assessment that we have failed with respect to our val-
ues does not as such produce shame in particular, but may give rise to many differ-
ent emotions, such as remorse, sorrow, disappointment—or shame.

My own analysis of shame aims to overcome the limits and incorporate the 
insights of the existing approaches by showing how shame essentially involves 
both worry about how others see us and self-evaluation. My thesis is that shame is 
rooted in our desire for social affirmation and constituted by our capacity for social 
self-consciousness.
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It seems to be a fact of life that as human beings we desire other people and their 
company as such. We long to be together with others in a mutually loving and car-
ing manner. Furthermore, we are concerned about others for quite self-serving and 
instrumental reasons. We are aware of our own vulnerability and mortality, which 
entails that other people are present to us both as a potential threat—they can hurt us 
and kill us—and as our decisive means for achieving safety and control. In addition 
to these motives, we have a basic desire for social affirmation which centrally consist 
in being self-consciously concerned about how others see us and evaluate us.4

In their recent, Sartre-inspired phenomenological analyses of shame, Dan Zahavi 
(2014) and Alba Montes-Sánchez (2015) have argued that social self-consciousness 
is an essential constituent of shame. As Sartre himself puts it: “shame is shame of 
oneself before the Other” (Sartre 1943 [2003]: 246). I think this is a crucial insight 
for understanding the experience of shame.5

It belongs to our human constitution that we have the basic ability to sense and 
understand—more or less astutely—how other persons see, think, and feel about us. 
In their faces, gestures, and speech we can apprehend how they relate to us and feel 
about us (cf., e.g., Overgaard 2007; Scheler 1913/1923 [2008]; Stein 1917 [1989]; 
Zahavi 2014). Furthermore, we have a basic sense of how we are seen by others. We 
can sense in a pre-reflective intuitive manner how we appear in their eyes: as attrac-
tive, frightening, powerful, despicable, ludicrous, and so on. What I call the desire 
for social affirmation is nothing but our intense desire to be affirmed—esteemed, 
respected, liked—by, and to appear affirmable—worthy, respectable, likable—to 
others. In so far as we are driven by our desire for social affirmation, we are enor-
mously sensitive to how we believe we appear to others: Do we appear likeable, wor-
thy, and respectable or do we appear unlikeable, unworthy, and despicable? When in 
the grip of this desire, it seems to us as if everything—ultimately, our possibilities of 
achieving love, safety, and control—would depend on our achieving social value and 
affirmation (however, as I will argue later, the desire for social affirmation differs 
radically from the possibility of relating to one another with love; indeed, it is a key 
motive for blocking and distorting the latter possibility).

Our affirmation-seeking-and-disaffirmation-dreading social self-consciousness 
constitutes the core structure of a distinct group of self-conscious emotions and sen-
timents to which belong, for example, self-esteem, pride, shame, and embarrassment.

My thesis is that shame is what we feel when, due to some trait or action of ours, 
we come to perceive ourselves as fundamentally non-affirmable and despicable. 

4  While the philosophical literature on shame has generally ducked the question concerning the inter-
personal motives of shame, a number of psychologists—and a few philosophers and sociologists—have 
proposed that shame is motivated by our desire for social affiliation and recognition (cf. Honneth 1996; 
Kaufman 1992; Lewis 1971, 1981; Rochat 2009; Scheff 2000, 2003). In the context of psychology and 
psychoanalysis, the need and desire for belonging and affiliation has been emphasized by, e.g., Bowlby 
(1969, 1973, 1980), Maslow (1954 [1970]), Rochat (2009), Spitz (1965), and Winnicott (1965). How-
ever, the relation and difference between our desire for the mutuality of love and what I call the desire for 
affirmation has as a rule not been examined or clarified.
5  The idea of the self as fundamentally social and conscious of how it appears in the eyes of others 
is also central to the social psychology of Cooley (1922), Mead (1934), and Goffman (1959). Cf. also 
Scheff (2003).
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While shame is essentially social in the sense that it is motivated by our desire for 
social affirmation, it also essentially requires that we ourselves apprehend ourselves 
as shameful in the light of this desire. If we merely experience that others see us as 
shameful but do not share this view of ourselves at all, this is not enough to yield 
shame. At the same time, it is the rootedness of shame in our desire for social affir-
mation that explains why we are so sensitive to and paradigmatically feel shame 
in situations of damaging public exposure.

Here is an example to concretely elucidate my analysis. Let us say that I present a 
paper at a philosophy conference. After the talk I receive harsh criticism from some 
prominent scholars, whereupon it dawns upon me that my main thesis is completely 
trivial and my arguments to support it are flawed. I blush and find myself trying to 
defend myself with even more stupid arguments. Now, let us say that I react by feel-
ing deeply ashamed of myself. What is the phenomenology of my shame reaction? 
For me to feel shame in the above situation, it is not enough that I sense that my 
colleagues view me with disapproval or contempt. In response to this, I could just 
as well react with other feelings, for instance with fear or anger. To feel shame, I 
myself need to see myself as shameful. However, neither is it sufficient to say that 
my shame springs from my judgment that I have failed to live up to the values that 
constitute my identity as a philosopher. This kind of failure does not in itself explain 
my shame but could also yield other feelings, such as more or less severe self-dis-
appointment. Rather, for me to feel shame in the situation above I would in some 
manner and at some level need to perceive my philosophical failure as a token of the 
non-affirmability and unworthiness of myself.

The values and ideals that make up our personal identity—our sense of who we, 
ideally, are—play a major role in determining what we feel shame about (cf. Wester-
lund 2019a: 76–82). The reason for this is that we tend to invest our desire for social 
affirmation in them. What this means is that we conceive of the values constitut-
ing our identity as standards that we need to live up to in order to retain our social 
worth. If we fail to do this, we are bound to perceive ourselves as shameful and non-
affirmable. However, our pre-held values do not alone determine what we can feel 
shame about. Because of our basic consciousness of how we appear to others, we 
are open to appropriating new perspectives on ourselves as shameful, for example, 
as the result of experiencing social contempt or hostility of one sort or the other.

It seems possible to distinguish between two major kinds of shame: “personal 
shame” and “social shame” (cf. Westerlund 2019a: 79–85). Whereas in personal 
shame we see and evaluate ourselves as socially non-affirmable without having any 
particular others in mind, in social shame it is essential to the shame experience that 
we think we have been seen in a shameful way by others, in particular others belong-
ing to the circle of people whose affirmation we long for. However, even in social 
shame it is crucial that we ourselves have a sense of the shameful image of ourselves 
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that we believe lives in the eyes of others. This is why social shame can easily trans-
mute into personal shame.6

The analysis sketched above allows us to account for the emotional quality and 
existential centrality of shame. Shame is not just about being afraid of others or 
of being more or less disappointed with ourselves; it is an evaluation of the social 
affirmability of our self. Given our ability to be conscious of ourselves in the light 
of our urge for social affirmation, we are open to the possibility of perceiving our-
selves as non-affirmable and despicable. Whatever the specific trait or act may be 
that occasions our shame, it belongs to the experience of shame that we view this 
trait as signalling the basic non-affirmability of our self. Since in shame we feel that 
our possibilities of achieving affiliation, safety and control have been undermined, 
the feeling of shame generally goes together with feelings of anxiety and depression.

3 � The Egocentrism of Shame Versus Love for Others

In this section, I will present and try to substantiate the basics of my thesis that 
shame is a fundamentally egocentric and morally blind emotion. However, as back-
drop for and contrast to my discussion of shame, I will first present my view of love 
as constitutive of moral motivation and understanding.

My thesis that love for or care about others is constitutive of morality is influ-
enced by philosophers who view our second-personal relating to other persons as 
the source of morality—such as Levinas (1961 [1969]), Knud Ejler Løgstrup (1956 
[1997]), Martin Buber (1923 [1970]), and Stephen Darwall (2006)—and by philoso-
phers who stress the essential role of love in our moral relations to others—such as 
Scheler (1913/1916 [1973], 1913/1923 [2008]), Raimond Gaita (2000), and David 
Velleman (1999).7

My account of the primacy of love in morality will of necessity be sketchy and 
far removed from a fully argued account. Moreover, it will not be possible here to 
detail how it resembles and differs from other kindred views. However, as previously 
stated, it seems to me that outlining my perspective on love and morality is never-
theless important for shedding light on the moral deficit of shame.8

Love, as I use the word here, signifies our very basic ability to be touched by 
and care about others. It belongs to our interpersonal life that we experience and 
understand others as living human subjects who look back at us; who experience 
others and the world; who feel, think, and desire; who have great potential for good-
ness, happiness, and pleasure but also for evil, unhappiness, and suffering; who are 

8  For more on my view of love as essential to morality and of the desire for social affirmation—includ-
ing self-conscious emotions such as shame—as egocentric and morally lacking, see Westerlund (2020, 
2022).

6  In addition, imagined or internalized audiences can play different roles in shame. However, I will not 
say more about this here as it seems to me that the distinction between social and personal shame is suf-
ficient for present purposes.
7  My perspective on loving understanding of others as the source of morality has also been significantly 
influenced by the work of my colleagues Joel Backström (2007) and Hannes Nykänen (2002).
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sensitive, vulnerable, and mortal beings. This experience of others as living subjects 
from the outset engages and appeals to our ability to care about and feel for them. 
Indeed, I want to suggest that it is our loving concern for the other person that con-
stitutes our moral sensitivity to the existential weight and significance of her life. 
Without any such concern, our understanding of others would be morally impervi-
ous and blind. We could, of course, through basic empathy—in contrast to sympathy 
(cf. Scheler 1913/1923 [2008])—have a certain sense of what others are feeling and 
thinking, and we could also have various degrees of understanding of the workings 
of their psyches. However, we would lack an understanding that would be sensitive 
to the import that their lives have for them and for others.

To grasp the idea of love as constitutive of moral understanding, it is important 
to see that the basic love for others that I have in mind is not selective or partial but 
amounts to a universal responsiveness to all human beings.

To relate to another person with love, in this sense, is to be open toward and con-
cerned about the other as the living I whom we encounter when our eyes meet. In 
this, we are not liking her or caring about her in virtue of her particular characteris-
tics and traits. Rather, we are relating to the other person as this other I, who in an 
important sense transcends her traits and her history: who looks back at me; who 
feels, thinks, acts, and speaks; and who, in all this, is free to relate to me, to herself, 
and to the world, in ways that are not thoroughly determined by her given traits. To 
be sure, when we care about someone our love will involve caring about her traits 
and her whole personal history—indeed, about anything that matters to her and to 
us. However, what we essentially care about here is the other as this living personal I 
who is not defined by her traits.

It is precisely because in love we are open to the other I beyond her traits that 
makes love at once genuinely personal and universal. As Velleman has pointed out, 
if we would love another person on account of her individual traits—be they more or 
less unique or not—the other would in principal be exchangeable for someone else 
exhibiting these traits (1999: 366–70).9 This also means that love is universal in the 
sense that we are fundamentally open to the possibility of responding to all people—
regardless of their traits and of the historical situation—with love and care.

The fact that we do not always relate to others with love does not show that this 
possibility is not always there for us. The problem is that loving others is difficult, so 
difficult that this possibility is very often repressed and covered up. The prime rea-
son for this is that our desire for social affirmation constitutes an extremely powerful 
force influencing how we relate to others and to ourselves. From the perspective of 
this desire, the possibility of love basically appears dangerous and unsettling since 

9  I think Velleman is on to something essential when he claims that love is a moral emotion in which 
we are directed toward the “the true or proper self of a person” Velleman 1999: 348) over and above 
how we might value her individual traits in comparison with the traits of others. Nevertheless, I find 
Velleman’s attempt to articulate his view of love through the lens of his interpretation of Kant’s notion 
of respect problematic. For Velleman, the ultimate object of both moral respect and love is the “rational 
will” (348)—the “faculty of acting on lawlike maxims” (347)—of the other person. By contrast, I want 
to insist that in love we are open to the other as a pure personal I whom we are touched by and care about 
beyond her traits.
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it requires opening up to and caring about others regardless of how this affects our 
sense of our social worth. Moreover, the values and norms regulating the valuations 
and judgments of the historical community whose affirmation we desire, regularly 
tend to cover up the possibility of love and ordain conceiving of some groups of 
people as more or less depersonalized or dehumanized. Nevertheless, I want to insist 
that others are always present to us as persons that concern us and appeal to our 
love, even in historical situations where dehumanizing conceptions and practices 
have become solidly normalized and institutionalized.10 The ever-present possibility 
of love shows itself in the existential impossibility of responding to others as non-
persons—say, on account of their race or ethnicity or gender—without repressing 
and dissimulating, in an emotionally charged way, our primary openness to them as 
persons to care about.

In short, my suggestion is that our basic love for others fundamentally constitutes 
our moral understanding and motivation. It seems that we cannot account for the 
meaning of moral understanding and concern in terms of relations to such imper-
sonal matters as values, norms, and principles. In fact, my suggestion is that it is 
our loving understanding that makes it possible for us to apprehend and judge val-
ues, norms, principles, goals, character traits, and actions in terms of their moral 
significance. A value or an action may strike us as morally good or true insofar as 
it expresses or serves what our loving understanding of others gives us to see. Con-
versely, it may strike us as evil and untrue if it distorts or counteracts this basic 
understanding. As far as I can see, without our basic capacity for love, there would 
be no such thing as morality.

What About the Moral Substance of Shame?

 In the literature on shame, the charge that shame in some sense is an egocentric 
or narcissistic emotion has been voiced before (cf. Adkins 1960; Morrison 1989; 
Nussbaum 2004). 11Several empirical studies also suggest that shame is correlated 
with egocentric self-focus and with a tendency toward diminished empathy and 
concern for others (cf. Leith and Baumeister 1998; Tangney 1991, 1995). How-
ever, the charge has not been elaborated and substantiated by way of analysis of the 

10  In a like manner, Levinas maintains that we cannot avoid being addressed and touched by the ethical 
appeal of the other person: “The being that expresses itself imposes itself […] without my being able to 
be deaf to that appeal. Thus in expression the being that imposes itself does not limit but promotes my 
freedom, by arousing my goodness” (Levinas 1961 [1969]: 200; cf. Levinas 1996: 7).
11  Note that my concept of the egocentricity of shame should be distinguished from the psychoanalytic 
notion of “narcissism,” which signifies an infantile desire for omnipotence, completeness, and control. 
For instance, Martha Nussbaum, drawing on object-relations psychoanalysis, argues that there is a kind 
of pervasive “primitive shame,” which presupposes a narcissistic expectation of omnipotent control and 
perfection. This narcissistic desire gives rise to a “primitive shame” at being a vulnerable and imperfect 
creature (Nussbaum 2004: 183). Nussbaum distinguishes between such primitive narcissistic shame and 
shame that has “moral content” (207). In the latter, we feel shame, not at our failure at perfection, but at 
our failures to live up to ideals that are morally valuable. By contrast, my thesis that shame is egocentric 
concerns not the particular values that guide our shame, but its basic motivational structure. Hence, I will 
argue that whatever the values determining our shame may be, what drives our shame is our egocentric 
concern about the social worth of our own self.
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motivational and intentional structures that constitute the experience of shame. The 
task here is to provide such an analysis and show that the central concern and per-
spective of shame is egocentric and morally blind.

As maintained above, shame—like other self-conscious emotions such as pride 
and embarrassment—is rooted in our desire for social affirmation. This implies that 
what we essentially care about in these emotions is our own affirmability and our 
prospects of being affirmed by others. In being concerned with how we appear and 
what others think about us, we are fundamentally concerned about ourselves, about 
how we appear in the light of our urge for affirmation and in the eyes of others. In 
feeling shame, what pains and unsettles us is the image of ourselves as non-affirm-
able and despicable. Note that I am not just repeating the elementary claim—about 
which practically everybody agrees—that in shame we are intentionally focused on 
our own self. What I claim is that in shame it is the affirmability of our self that 
matters to us and that we care about. As such, shame does not involve any morally 
pertinent care about others.

Here is an example to bring out the moral deficit of shame and how it contrasts 
with moral understanding:

Let us say that on my way home from work I see a schoolboy being bullied by 
a group of other boys. The others have formed a circle around him. They take his 
glasses. They call him names and push him around. Shrinking from the challenge of 
intervening, I hurry my steps, telling myself some suitable excuses designed to cover 
up the corruption of my behavior: it was not my responsibility, the boys were just 
fooling around, or the like. Now, suppose that later that day my concern about the 
boy breaks through the walls of my excuses. I am overcome by remorse. The bullied 
boy’s anxious face haunts me and I am appalled at myself for having let him down. 
In reacting with love, here in the form of remorse, I am concerned about the boy—
hopefully not at the expense of the bullies—and about my way of relating to him. 
However, note that the attitude of love does not as such involve or motivate shame 
or any other self-conscious emotion. For shame to enter the picture, something else 
needs to happen. To be overcome by shame, I would need to take my actions as 
signifying that I am a non-affirmable and despicable human being. In reacting with 
shame, I would be touched and pained, not by the boys themselves, but by the sight 
of myself as a despicable cowardly and selfish looser.

Reflecting on the example allows us to grasp why shame in its core structure is 
egocentric and morally empty.

First, shame as a distinct emotion arises only in so far as we are worried about 
and see our self as an object of social evaluation and affirmation. Without any ego-
centric concern about our social worth, we could feel many things, such as moral 
anger at ourselves, or remorse or sorrow or disappointment. However, we could not 
feel shame in particular. Second, the fact that we can feel shame at our moral fail-
ures without this involving any genuine moral concern or understanding implies that 
moral understanding does not essentially belong to the experience of shame. It is 
precisely the moral sightlessness of shame that explains the familiar circumstance 
that shame can be determined by all sorts of values and ideals, be they morally good, 
morally corrupt, or more or less amoral.
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It seems clear that both love and shame may be present in us at the same time and 
interact in complex ways, one or the other dominating our attitude. In the example 
discussed, I might, for instance, be moved to intervene by my sense of shame, that 
is, my dread at the contemptible person I would become if I failed to do so. How-
ever, I could also, simultaneously, at some level, be genuinely concerned about the 
boys. Nevertheless, the motives and viewpoints of shame and loving understanding 
are essentially different and need to be sharply distinguished from one another.

I see no good reason for postulating a difference in kind between moral and non-
moral shame as concerns the motives and understandings that constitute shame. To 
be sure, shame and love may both be there in us, and—as will be discussed later—
our moral understanding may influence the values that affect what we feel shame 
at. Moreover, our sense of shame may motivate morally good behavior and action. 
However, these are not reasons for positing a difference between a moral kind of 
shame that would be constituted by moral understanding and a nonmoral shame that 
would not. This is because the emotional reaction of shame essentially consists in an 
assessment of the social worth of our self which is egocentric and involves no moral 
understanding. In so far as our shame would be accompanied by love and moral 
understanding, this would not mean that we would be experiencing a special kind of 
moral shame; rather, it would mean that our shame would be connected to or influ-
enced by something other than shame, namely love.12

In short, although our desire for social affirmation and our love for others both 
tend to be present in us, they are radically different motives that fuel different kinds 
of emotions. To the extent that we are driven by desire for affirmation—which mani-
fests as self-conscious emotions such as shame, embarrassment, and pride—we are 
egocentrically concerned about the social worth of our self. To the extent that we 
motivated by loving understanding—which can manifest, for example, as bad con-
science, remorse, sorrow, and joy—we are concerned about the other and our rela-
tionship to her.

In claiming that shame is egocentric and morally void, I do not mean that shame 
is an immoral and malevolent emotion in the sense that it would in itself involve a 
desire to devalue or harm others. What makes shame morally perilous is the fact that 
the desire for social affirmation that drives it—and other self-conscious emotions—
is a powerful motive for blocking and repressing our love for others. What’s more, 
it is commonly the central motive behind our tendency to degrade and dehumanize 
others as a strategy for bolstering or defending our own social value.

However, even granted that shame does not entail loving understanding of oth-
ers, could it not be said that shame is motivated by self-love of a morally substan-
tial kind? Is not shame’s concern for one’s own social value an expression of such 

12  For a similar critique of the tendency—present in, e.g., Rawls (1971 [2005]), Nussbaum (2004), 
and Mason (2009)—to posit a distinction between moral and non-moral shame, see Thomason (2018: 
25–40). I agree with Thomason that the distinction is ad hoc and grounded in a wish to save the moral 
status of seeming cases of moral shame by discarding morally dubious cases of shame as exemplifying 
another kind of emotion.



529

1 3

Shame, Love, and Morality﻿	

self-love? Since I cannot deal with the complex question of self-love in detail here, I 
will only briefly indicate how I see the issue.

To my mind, there certainly exists a morally perceptive way of relating to oneself 
that might be called “self-love.” I am referring to the possibility of caring about 
our own self in its moral significance; of openly taking in our existential concerns 
and possibilities; of wanting what is good and meaningful and joyful for ourselves. 
However, the desire for social affirmation that drives shame does not equal this kind 
of self-love. In shame, we are self-consciously focused on our social value and the 
perspective of shame does not as such entail any love for or will to understand our-
selves beyond this. Here, we are afraid of losing our standing and it seems to us as 
if our significance and our possibilities of being met with love would depend on 
this. By contrast, to relate to oneself with love means appreciating that one’s moral-
existential significance does not depend on one’s social value, as does not the pos-
sibility of relating to one another with love. Indeed, the perspective of shame tends 
to block the perspective of love. Still, from the viewpoint of self-love it is possible 
to understand the drive for affirmation as the simultaneously deep-seated and prob-
lematic motive that it is, that is, as a motive that we both have to care for and try to 
rise above.

Ultimately, it seems to me that love for others and self-love are not just analogous 
but deeply interconnected motivations. In so far as we relate to ourselves with love’s 
concern for our basic existential desires and for what it would mean to live a good 
life, we will find among our deepest desires precisely our love for others and our 
longing to be in contact with them in a mutually loving manner. What this means is 
that loving our own self essentially implies and calls for relating to others with love.

4 � Shame and Respect for Others

In his well-known defense of the moral value of shame in Shame and Necessity, 
Bernard Williams argues that shame is not egoistic since it entails “respect” (Wil-
liams 1993: 102) or “concern” (97) for others and their points of view. This line of 
argument has later been developed in greater detail by Sarah Buss (1999) and Krista 
Thomason (2018).

A closer look at the texts reveals that the theses argued for by these authors are of 
two different kinds. Strictly speaking, both Williams and Buss only offer arguments 
for the claim that shame involves epistemic respect for the viewpoints of others. The 
idea is that shame, through its respect for other points of view as potentially epis-
temically valuable, has an important role to play in critical self-understanding. How-
ever, even if this were true, it is no counterargument against—but perfectly compat-
ible with—the thesis that shame is egocentric. It is quite possible to epistemically 
respect the viewpoints or capacities of others because we think they might contrib-
ute to our knowledge in some respect without our being morally concerned about 
the other persons as such. I will return to the question regarding shame’s alleged 
epistemic value in the section on shame’s relation to self-understanding.

By contrast, Thomason argues for the claim that shame is constitutively con-
nected to a sort of moral respect for others. Her thesis is that our “liability to shame 
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is partially constitutive of our respect for others as moral agents” (Thomason 2018: 
155). Shame, she argues, is conditioned by and linked to our basic respect for the 
“authority” of other people as independent evaluators who can make demands on 
us and compel us (156). Respecting others in this way involves seeing oneself as 
“accountable” to others, that is, as beholden to respond to their demands and to jus-
tify one’s actions and views to them (156). In shame, our respect for others takes 
the form of a recognition of the authority of others to “call attention to ourselves” 
as a fit object of external evaluations and judgments (155). Thomason insists that in 
respecting others we give “practical”—and not only “epistemic”—weight to others 
and their viewpoints (152). In other words, when we respect the authority of others 
to make claims on us and demand justifications, we do not respect it in virtue of the 
potential epistemic value of their opinions and capacities. We do it regardless. How-
ever, what does such moral respect amount to?

In fact, Thomason does not provide much in the way of moral psychological 
explication of how others concern us and of how we relate to them in respect. Her 
account remains fairly vague and unsubstantiated. As my previous reflections on the 
primacy of love in morality suggest, I am skeptical toward the tendency to conceive, 
following Kant, of respect as our basic moral attitude toward others (cf. Buss 1999; 
Darwall 2006; Velleman 1999). As I see it, moral openness and care toward oth-
ers have little to do with respecting their authority. It seems that in so far as we 
only respect the other as an authority in some sense, we are not open to her as this 
particular personal I; rather, we relate to her as an authority who, in virtue of some 
impersonal trait she possesses, such as her reason or her sheer social power, has the 
power to compel us and judge us regardless of whether we care about her as a per-
son. Succumbing to such authority does not seem to be a moral motive at all. How-
ever, I cannot offer a general critique of respect here.13 Instead, I will concentrate on 
shame. What Thomason depicts as respect certainly fits quite well with the attitude 
that we take to the audience before which we feel shame. However, I think Thoma-
son fails to capture the moral meaning of this attitude.

So how do we relate to others and to ourselves in shame? Clearly, our liability 
to shame comes with a liability to be concerned about what others think about us. 
However, what does this concern amount to, morally speaking?

Above, I argued that the negative self-assessment at the heart of shame is 
motivated by our egocentric desire for social affirmation. Now, it is precisely this 
desire that also makes us sensitive to how others see us and judge us. In shame 
and other self-conscious emotions, we are sensitive to others as the audience that 
has the power or authority to judge our social worth, to elevate us or bring us 
down. In shame, we experience the judging gaze of others as a contemptuous and 
depreciatory look at our social worthlessness. If, in the example above, I would 
feel shame as a result of not having intervened to stop the bullying of the school-
boy, the contemptuous gaze could be present in two main ways. If I would feel 
what I have called “personal shame,” I would be struck by shame regardless of 

13  For critique of the idea that morality is a matter of submitting to authority, see Løgstrup (1956 
[1997]); Stern (2019a, 2019b); Westerlund (2022).
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whether I believe others have seen me or view me in this way. I myself would 
see myself as essentially shameful, the contemptuous audience—anybody who 
could see me—being implied as the anonymous horizon of my self-perception. 
Alternatively, I could feel “social shame.” This would mean that I would believe, 
for example, that my cowardly escape has been witnessed by some significant 
acquaintances of mine. Here, I would feel shame because of what I believe is the 
disdain with which the others now view me.

As concerns the question of morality, we need to see that this kind of sensitiv-
ity to what others think about us does not in itself entail any morally significant 
concern about them as persons. It is only because we are concerned about our 
social worth that we care about and succumb to the authority of others to judge 
this worth.

The moral deficit of shame sticks out with special clarity in the shame we may 
experience in reaction to attacks by aggressors and oppressors of various sorts. 
It seems clear that we do not need to care about the aggressors as persons—for 
instance, the aggressor violently attacking us or the racist or bully humiliating us—
in order to be sensitive to their assaults and feel shame as a result of them. It is 
enough that our desire for affirmation makes us sensitive to the image of ourselves 
as shameful that issues from their attacks.

We can of course—and are often especially liable to—feel shame before people 
who we love and who are close to us. However, this does not imply that the shame 
we feel before our loved ones would be an expression of our love for them. Rather, 
I would suggest that what makes us prone to be sensitive to the judgements of those 
who are close to us is that they, by being our significant others, constitute a prime 
group of people whose affirmation we are concerned about and whose values and 
ideals we have often to some extent internalized. To the extent that we feel shame 
before someone we love, we are, as always in shame, fundamentally concerned 
about our own affirmability and relate to the other as a judge or our social worth. 
This does not exclude that we also genuinely love the other person. However, our 
shame is not a manifestation of this loving attitude. In fact, our sense of shame is a 
motive that makes us liable to shy away from love’s unselfconscious and open mutu-
ality, and instead succumb to the effort of making our appearance affirmable and 
attractive in the eyes of the others.

In addition to relating to others as the audience judging our social worth, our self-
conscious desire for affirmation also comprises other ways of relating to others. For 
instance, we may relate to others as impersonal characters whom we have to handle 
in certain ways in order to live up to the values determining our shame. Or we may 
conceive of others as competitors and objects of comparison in relation to whom we 
measure of social worth. In all these ways of relating to others, our attitude is basi-
cally egocentric and instrumental.
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5 � Shame and Moral Values

The most common way to defend the moral value of shame has been to argue that 
to the extent that shame is guided by morally good values, it is a morally valuable 
emotion. Not surprisingly, this is the standard defense of shame by those who view 
shame as centrally consisting in autonomous self-evaluation (cf. Deonna et al. 2012; 
Manion 2002; Rawls 1971 [2005]; Taylor 1985).14 In fact, it seems clear that no 
small part of the attraction of the self-evaluative analysis of shame comes from the 
opportunities it offers for conceiving of shame as a morally valuable emotion. The 
basic line of argument goes as follows: Given that moral understanding consists 
in autonomously understanding and being guided by moral values, and given that 
shame essentially is a critical assessment of oneself in the light of one’s autono-
mously held values, shame is, in so far as one’s values are morally good, a principal 
and unproblematic form of moral self-assessment.

The most extensive and clearly argued defense of this claim is found in Julien 
Deonna’s, Raffaele Rodogno’s, and Fabrice Teroni’s 2012 book In Defense of 
Shame: The Faces of an Emotion. The authors work out their view in contrast to 
the thesis that shame is a social and heteronomous emotion. If, in feeling shame, 
we would only be heteronomously concerned about how others see and value us, 
regardless of whether we adhere to the values in question, shame would never con-
stitute “a response to the moral aspects of the circumstances […] but rather to the 
morally irrelevant fact that someone else regards it as such” (36). However, Deonna 
et al. argue that shame is essentially autonomous, which means that to feel shame 
we need to be “attached to” and “concur with” (130) the values that regulate our 
shame. Shame is the negative self-assessment that we, due to some action or trait of 
ours, have proved ourselves unable to live up to the values we hold dear. Hence, the 
authors conclude that shame, as such, is “morally neutral” (179) and that its moral 
relevance is a “function of which value is at stake […] in a given shame episode” 
(131). To the extent that the values guiding our shame are morally good, shame 

14  Representing the view that shame is a social and partially heteronomous emotion, Bernard Williams 
has also pursued the argument that shame is a sound moral reaction if the values guiding it are morally 
good. However, it seems that this kind of argument can only be stated in a plausible manner if one main-
tains that shame registers a failure to live up to autonomously held values. If shame is heteronomous, 
we are only concerned about what others think about us, not about what we autonomously recognize 
as moral failures of ours. Williams tries to tackle this problem by ascribing both an autonomous and a 
heteronomous aspect to shame. On the one hand, he rejects the idea that shame would be “immaturely 
heteronomous” (Williams 1993: 81) in the sense that we would merely care about how we are seen and 
judged by random real-life others. Instead, he argues that the other before whom we feel shame can be 
an “imagined other” (82) who “may be identified in ethical terms […] as one whose reactions I would 
respect” (84). On the other hand, he insists that the “internalized other is […] somebody other than me” 
(84), somebody who transcends and limits my own perspective and “carries some genuine social weight” 
(100). However, as far as I can see, Williams’ attempt to square autonomy with heteronomy fails to over-
come self-contradiction. If, in shame, we autonomously care about our moral values as the ground for 
our respect for others, then this autonomous moral understanding is independent of how we think others 
view us. If, conversely, shame’s concern about our values is motivated by our sensitivity to what others 
think about us, then it is not autonomous at all. Ultimately, I believe the incongruity of William’s analy-
sis is due to his failure to interrogate the driving motives of shame radically enough.
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is the morally valuable assessment that we have failed in respect to these values. 
Ultimately, the authors suggest, with Williams (1993), that shame is morally more 
valuable than guilt. Whereas guilt only focuses on the defects of our actions, shame 
focuses on the faults in our character that are the source of these actions. Hence, 
shame constitutes a “deeper form of moral awareness” (184).

Now, it is a clear and uncontested fact that shame can be guided both by mor-
ally good values and by morally bad or morally empty values. Moreover, everybody, 
including me, would agree that shame, when guided by morally good values, can 
motivate morally beneficial actions and serve moral ends. For example, my values 
may include being a loving and courageous person who helps people in trouble or 
need. I may sense that I need to live up to these values in order to respect myself and 
avoid shame. I may even experience the need to sacrifice central interests of mine 
for the sake of realizing these values in order to evade plunging into shame.

However, is it self-evident that the shame I may feel over my failure to live up to 
good moral values that I hold is morally good? Not at all.

My claim about the moral deficiency of shame concerns the moral substance of 
the motives and the understanding that constitute the emotional experience of shame 
regardless of which particular values happen to determine the shame reaction. What 
does Deonna et al.:s analysis say about this issue?

It is precisely to secure the moral standing of the attitude of shame that Deonna 
et al. appeal to its supposed “autonomy.” The idea is that in shame we are not just 
heteronomously concerned about the morally irrelevant issue of what others think 
about us. Rather, we are concerned about living up to values that we are autono-
mously attached to. Does their argument show that the attitude of shame is moral?

As mentioned above, I think there is a very basic problem with the analysis of 
shame as an autonomous value judgment. The problem is that it does not really 
account for the emotion of shame. The essential experience of shame as depicted 
by Deonna et al.—consisting in the assessment that we have radically failed to live 
up to some value of ours—does not in itself produce shame in particular but is com-
patible with many emotional reactions. Depending on how we relate to the value at 
stake and the situation at hand, we may feel, for example, disappointment, sorrow, 
remorse—or shame. Strictly speaking, then, Deonna et al.’s analysis does not arrive 
at shame itself, that is, at the distinct emotional experience of perceiving one’s self 
as non-affirmable and despicable. It does not capture the specific self-assessment 
that constitutes the experience of shame.

What is more, Deonna et al.—like other proponents of the self-evaluative analysis 
of shame—do not sufficiently explicate their central idea of autonomous attachment 
as a morally responsive attitude to values. In fact, they do not offer almost any analy-
sis of what autonomous moral motivation and understanding amount to. Their basic 
argument for the autonomy of shame is that in order to feel shame, the agent herself 
must assess herself as failed in the light of her own values. However, as long as the 
concept of autonomy is merely given the meaning that the values guiding our shame 
must be our own, that we must be attached to them as part of our identity, nothing 
has been done to account for the fact that the ways in which we can be attached to 
values can be very different, morally speaking. On the one hand, we can be attached 
to moral values—good or bad—for nonmoral reasons. In particular, our desire for 
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social affirmation is a strong motive for being drawn to and appropriating values. 
Here, we cherish the values in question—for example, being loving, courageous, 
honest—because we sense that they are valued by our group and that exemplifying 
them would make us socially worthy. On the other hand, our attachment to values 
can be motivated by genuine moral concern about others and oneself, such that we 
see the values as expressive of such moral understanding.

Deonna et al.’s notion of autonomous attachment to values does not account for 
the difference between morally responsive and morally deficient ways of relating to 
and understanding values. Moreover, given the authors’ general failure to zoom in 
on shame as such, they fall short of demonstrating that their conception of autonomy 
captures the distinct self-assessment of shame. At the end of the day, their argument 
does nothing to show that shame as such—anymore than, say, self-conceit or envy 
or rage, which may also extrinsically promote moral ends—would harbor any moral 
sensitivity or sight, and that it is not just an amoral emotion that may sometimes 
play a morally beneficial role.15

My own thesis is that whatever the values guiding our shame may be, the basic 
attitude of shame to these values is egocentric and morally sightless.

The moral deficiency of shame is straightforward in cases where our attachment 
to our values from the outset is motivated by the same egocentric desire for affirma-
tion that drives our shame. Returning to the example of me failing to intervene in the 
bullying situation, let us imagine that being a courageous and dependable man who 
acts resolutely in situations like these is an important part of my identity. Moreover, 
let us assume that I am attached to these values only because of my sense that being 
this kind of person makes me socially worthy. Hence, as a result of what I see as my 
cowardly flight from the scene, I am overcome by shame over the worthless person 
I now see myself as being. In this kind of case, no moral motive is involved either in 
my relation to my values or in my shame experience.

However, our values and our identity can also be influenced by true moral 
motives and understanding. This raises the question of how to think of the shame we 
can feel at having failed to live up to values that are rooted in moral understanding?

Our love and concern for others and our thoughts about what a good life with 
others in the light of such concern could amount to—including both our personal 
relations and the community at large—can certainly play a more or less central role 
in influencing what we value and who we want to be. For example, my sense of my 
ideal self as a loving and just person may to a greater or lesser degree give expres-
sion to a genuine understanding of the moral significance of these values. As part 
of my identity, my sense of what kind of person I want to be, these values can also 
influence what I feel shame about. This can happen to the extent that I also take the 
values as measures of my social affirmability. However, does the fact that our values 

15  In a similar vein, Thomason has pointed out that the kind of argument put forward by Deonna et al.—
that shame as such is neutral and that its moral relevance is determined by the values at stake—only 
supports the claim that shame is morally “permissible” or “appropriate” when the values informing it are 
morally good. However, this sort of argument does not show that shame would be “morally valuable” in 
the sense that it would play a crucial part in our moral psychology (Thomason 2018: 142).
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are originally inspired by moral motives imply that our shame at failing in relation to 
these values is moral?

Let us consider this question by looking at the case of feeling shame over lack of 
love.

Suppose that being a loving person is a crucial value in my identity and that this 
self-conception is actually influenced by a moral understanding animated by love. 
Now, imagine that a friend of mine suffers from severe distress after having gone 
through a difficult divorce. However, because I find engaging myself in her situation 
awkward and demanding I shut my eyes and my heart to her anguish and just go on 
chitchatting about everyday matters as if I had noticed nothing. However, let us say 
that later I am overcome by shame over the way I turned my back on her. I now per-
ceive myself as an unloving and egoistic bastard who has betrayed my friend, and I 
feel ashamed at the despicable character that I see in the mirror. What happens here 
and what is the moral substance of my shame reaction?

To clarify this question, we must, again, distinguish between different existen-
tial possibilities. On the one hand, my perception of my own moral failure may 
indeed be expressive of my love towards my friend. This means that what I essen-
tially care about is my friend and my way of relating to her. However, my remorse-
ful love toward my friend and the pained soul searching that it motivates do not as 
such have anything to do with shame. On the other hand, I may feel shame over 
my failure to relate to my friend with love. To feel shame, I must take my lack of 
love as expressive of the social worthlessness of my self. In this, I am egocentrically 
concerned about my social affirmability and I am pained by the image of myself as 
non-affirmable.

Of course, in the case above, I may both feel shame and relate to my friend with 
love. However, what we need to see is that the core experience of shame is fueled by 
our desire for affirmation and does not as such involve any love for others. Hence, 
to the extent that I only feel shame over my lack of love, my shame is in fact lacking 
in love. I have here lost contact with my love for my friend and with what it means 
to be a loving person. I do not see that my shame is an expression of the same kind 
of self-concern that led me to forsake my friend in the first place. This means that 
even if at some level I possess an understanding of love informing my values, this 
understanding is no part of and is eclipsed by my unsettling assessment of myself 
as shameful. Then again, in so far as genuine love for and concern about my friend 
would enter and be part of my reaction, this would—exactly—be love as opposed 
to shame. The self-deceptive irony of shame over lack of love is that it as such  is 
oblivious to what love is all about.

In a word, the values and ideals that guide what we feel shame about may be more 
or less influenced by genuine moral concern and understanding. Moreover, loving 
understanding and shame may exist side by side in us, the one or the other dominat-
ing our attitude. However, none of this makes shame as such a morally responsive 
emotion.
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6 � Shame and Self‑Understanding

Finally, what should we think about the common notion that shame is essential or 
importantly conducive to moral self-understanding?

As we saw above, Deonna, Rodogno, and Teroni—representing the self-evalu-
ative analysis of shame—contend that shame’s assessment of how one fares with 
respect to one’s autonomously held values constitutes a deep “self-awareness” 
(Deonna et al. 2012: 184). If the values guiding our shame are morally good, and 
if the judgements determining our shame are rational with respect to how we judge 
our own actions and capacities, then shame’s self-evaluation amounts to morally 
valuable self-understanding (108–12). Representatives of the interpersonal approach 
have also, albeit in a different manner, argued that shame has an important role to 
play in self-understanding (Buss 1999; Thomason 2018; Williams 1993). The basic 
argument has been that shame’s sensitivity to how others think about us embodies 
a kind of epistemic respect for the values and judgments of others. To quote Buss: 
“shame is the experience of the authority of an external point of view” (Buss 1999: 
533). The argument starts from the observation that our autonomous power of rea-
son is essentially fallible and finite; it is not—as Williams puts it—“enough by itself 
to distinguish good and bad” (Williams 1993: 100). Hence, it is argued that due to 
its epistemic sensitivity to external viewpoints that may challenge and complement 
our moral self-understanding, shame is of key importance for the practice of such 
self-understanding.

Although seemingly convincing, I think the idea that shame amounts to or assists 
moral self-understanding is misleading.

Above, I argued that the self-evaluation of shame is essentially concerned with 
measuring our social value and affirmability and does not as such involve any mor-
ally pertinent care about others. In being sensitive to the opinions of others, we are 
not open to them as persons and as potential sources of moral insight; we are only 
sensitive to how they judge our social value. As far as I can see, genuine moral self-
awareness and self-understanding requires being guided by a loving understanding 
of the moral significance of others and of oneself, and of one’s ways of relating to 
others and to oneself. From this perspective, it is possible to morally reflect on and 
assess our attitudes, our motives, our actions, our emotions, our identity, our values, 
and so on. By contrast, the self-evaluation of shame suffers from a fundamental lack 
of moral sense and understanding.

Let us, however, pursue the general question of shame’s relation to self-under-
standing a few steps further. My suggestion is that shame not only lacks an interest 
in self-understanding; it is also a powerful source of self-deception.16

The first critical thing to note is that our desire for social affirmation and the 
sense of shame that it fuels does not as such involve any interest in self-under-
standing. What we here centrally care about and assess is our affirmability. In 
so far as we are driven by our sense of shame, we are not interested in openly 

16  In Westerlund (2019b), I examine in greater detail the potential of the desire for social affirmation to 
obstruct and distort self-understanding.



537

1 3

Shame, Love, and Morality﻿	

understanding ourselves; we are only concerned with assessing and reflecting on 
how different matters—our values, actions, and traits, as well as the opinions and 
judgments of others—affect our social worth. Moreover, the desire for affirmation 
is an extremely powerful motive for repression and self-deception. Since it is a 
desire to appear affirmable—and a dread of appearing non-affirmable—it moti-
vates us to conceive of our social worth as positively as possible and to repress 
and interpret away anything that threatens this worth. And, since our capacity for 
self-deception is immense, its influence is habitually great. Potentially, the drive 
for affirmation may influence our understanding of all domains of reality in so 
far as they are relevant for how we see our worth, for example, our sense of what 
is valuable and moral, our sense of how others see us and of which people are 
important, our views of philosophy, religion, work, politics, science, economics, 
sexual identity, race, et cetera. It happens, of course, that we fail to avoid plung-
ing into shame, anxiety, and depression. However, our anxious and disparaging 
self-consciousness is just as lacking in self-understanding and tends to push us to 
conceive of the world and ourselves in ways that confirm the image of ourselves 
as shameful losers.

The above kind of assessment of our social worth constituting our sense of shame 
should be contrasted with the possibility of actually wanting to understand oneself. 
It is not impossible to want and be willing—to a greater or lesser extent—to openly 
understand and reflect on central aspects of our self and our life, for example, our 
desires, goals, emotions, values, relationships, capabilities, identities, and shames. 
If this is what we want, we will, being the fallible and finite creatures that we are, 
also naturally be interested in all the help we can receive from others in terms of 
new perspectives, knowledge, criticism, and clarifying dialogue. However, such a 
will to understand does not essentially entail or require any sense of shame. On the 
contrary, to be willing to understand oneself in an open and unqualified manner is, 
crucially, to be willing to face and understand oneself regardless of how this venture 
affects one’s sense of one’s social worth.

Against this background, it is possible to discern the confusion in the standard 
picture of how shame motivates self-understanding. Say, for example, that my sense 
of shame prompts me to reflect on myself and on what I need to do to live up to my 
identity as a loving person and a good philosopher. Does this mean that it motivates 
me to understand myself? What we need to see is that if I am only motivated by my 
desire for affirmation, then I lack any incentive for understanding myself. In this 
case, my self-reflection is only geared to assessing and strategically managing—in 
an emotionally charged way inviting self-deception—the affirmability of myself. 
Whatever I do in this mode of thinking—assess my character and my behavior, 
reevaluate and change my values, attempt to reform myself, unleash contempt or 
violence against unsavory external judgments—serves this purpose and entails no 
will to understand myself. By contrast, to the extent that I would want to openly 
understand myself, this would be something very different from my shame-manag-
ing reflections. It would mean that I would want and be willing to think about and 
clarify the moral-existential meaning and psychology of my life—for example, by 
reflecting on what love and philosophy is, and on my own motives and emotions—
without being guided by the intention of administering the social worth of my self.
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What’s more, I want to suggest that the self-assessment constitutive of shame 
and other self-conscious emotions has an inherent tendency to deceive us about the 
meaning of what it assesses. In self-consciously worrying about and monitoring our 
social affirmability, it easily seems to us as if all our existential possibilities in rela-
tion to others, including the possibility of love, depend on our achieving affirmation. 
The image of myself as socially worthless appears as an abyss that undermines my 
possibilities of being met with love by others. However, this impression is deceptive. 
The possibility of loving others—and of being met with love—is radically different 
from the possibility of being socially valued by others. As claimed above, love con-
sists in opening up to and caring about other persons beyond their social roles and 
worth. Just as being considered socially worthless in a certain social context does 
not make me unlovable, my possessing social worth does not grant me any love. In 
fact, in occupying the perspective of shame, we are apt to cover up and repress the 
possibility of relating to others with love. Hence, the perspective of shame tends 
to distort the moral-existential meaning of both love and shame (cf. Westerlund 
2019b).17

Still, should we not at least grant that, if nothing else, shame constitutes a good 
enough measure of our social worth? Well, there is some truth to this claim. How-
ever, it needs to be strongly qualified not to be misleading. In addition to its ten-
dency to deceive us about the meaning of what is measures, it must be noted that 
shame is a very unreliable measure of how others judge us. Our sense of shame is 
not a mere awareness of how others see us. It is an emotionally charged evaluation 
of our own social worth, which may be only loosely tied to a perceptive awareness 
of others. This is why it is so common that we project our self-evaluations onto oth-
ers, such that we imagine what “everybody” or “they,” conceived as a homogenous 
group, think of us, without really being aware of how the others actually see us.

7 � In Conclusion: Morally Blind and Yet Morally Important

In this article, I have tried to show that shame—along with other similar self-con-
scious emotions—is a morally blind and empty emotion. I have argued that the emo-
tional sensitivity at the heart of shame is rooted in our egocentric desire for social 
affirmation and that shame consists in the painful perception of ourselves as non-
affirmable and socially worthless. Shame, as such, involves no morally pertinent 
concern about others and no moral understanding. Indeed, the affirmation-seeking 
self-consciousness that constitutes shame is a strong motive for evading and repress-
ing the possibility of approaching others and ourselves with love and understanding.

Let me end by stressing that although shame is a morally empty emotion, the 
way we relate to and direct our shame is of crucial moral importance. Our desire for 
social affirmation is one of our most intense desires or needs and our sense of shame 
is one of the most powerful forces influencing individual and collective thought and 

17  For kindred accounts of how the desire for affirmation inhibits and distorts the possibility of love, see 
Backström (2007, 2019) and Nykänen (2009).
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action, and shaping historical-political developments. Two moral lessons can be 
drawn from this: first, that our desire for social affirmation and recognition, as vital 
for our existential well-being, is a concern that we need to acknowledge and care 
about; second, that the question of which values and ideals guide our shame is of 
critical moral significance since our sense of shame plays a massive role in promot-
ing actions that can be good or evil in their effects. However, let it be remembered 
that our very sense for the moral importance of shame and for the moral significance 
of our actions comes not from shame itself but from our love and concern for others.
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