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Moral emotions, conscience, and cognitive dissonance
Gershon M. Breslavs
Baltic Psychology and Management University College, Latvia, Riga

One of the central topics in the studies of O. K. Tikhomirov and his collaborators was 
the link between cognitive and emotional processes. It is important not only how emo-
tions are involved in the process of the productive performance of thinking tasks but 
also how cognitive processes mediate the involvement of the emotions in the regulation 
of activity. The efficacy of this regulation is represented through goal achievement and 
also through the correction of one’s actions in the case of wrongdoing. Reformation of 
one’s errors is the best way to improve one’s abilities and skills. In moral philosophy the 
central instance of this reformation is conscience, which ensures positive or negative 
self-appraisal of one’s own and others’ actions. Unfortunately, in psychology this concept 
remains unclear. The goal of this article is to clarify it in the context of the contemporary 
psychology of emotion. Studies of emotions have shown the significance of appraisal in 
determining particular feelings. The special role of moral emotions, mainly guilt and 
shame, in the self-correction of one’s actions is emphasized. According to this model, 
guilt and shame in particular can represent twinges of conscience in the mind because 
the cognitive dissonance between our (or others’) actions and values shapes the basis of 
all these phenomena.
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Tikhomirov’s and his colleagues’ works revealed complicated emotional regulation 
of the performance of intellectual tasks (Tikhomirov, 1984). This regulation seems 
to be in the field of the self-correction of transgressions. Despite the improvement 
of technological resources in contemporary human society, the amount of intole-
rance, discrimination, and violence has not diminished. More conservative people 
see the solution of these problems in the development of the penitentiary system, 
from sanctions imposed on parents to criminal sanctions. Liberally oriented peop-
le see the solution in the humanization of family and school upbringing. In turn, 
good nurturance and upbringing can be viewed as successful only if people are able 
to autonomously correct their mistakes and improve their bjehavior. This ability 
essentially is described as conscience. 

The American Psychological Association’s definition of conscience is “an 
individual’s sense of right and wrong. In psychoanalysis, conscience is the SUPE-
REGO, or ethical component of personality, which acts as judge and critic of one’s 
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actions and attitudes” (APA Dictionary of Psychology, 2007, p. 218). Changing et
hical to inner and adding the estimation of other persons’ actions, we can get a 
balanced definition of conscience: an inner component of personality that acts as 
judge and critic of one’s own and others’ actions according to one’s values. This 
definition is in agreement with Freud’s and Allport’s descriptions (Allport, 1955; 
Freud, 1923/1968). In contemporary psychology the closest construct to conscience 
seems to be self-control of social behavior. Its function is signaling an important 
discrepancy or a gap between our social behavior, on the one hand, and our values, 
goals, and beliefs, on the other. According to psychoanalytical and socio-cultural 
approaches, this self-control grows through the internalization of social (first of all, 
parents’) control (Freud, 1923/1968; Mead, 1934; Vygotsky, 1984). 

However, how can we be sure that twinges of conscience or the feeling of re-
morse really exist? Sometimes self-reports represent desired rather than real ex-
perience and feeling. Given the essence of self-control, we can expect that the co-
herence of our social behavior with our aspirations and expectations leads to a 
feeling of pride, while incoherence leads to feelings of shame and guilt. Many stud-
ies in the field show that the most reliable expressions of twinges of conscience are 
moral emotions, especially shame and guilt (Barret, 1995; de Hooge, Zeelenberg, 
& Breugelmans, 2010; Lewis, Sullivan, Stanger, & Weiss, 1999). Some authors con-
sider twinges of conscience to be an obligatory element of guilt (Tangney, Stuewig, 
& Hafez, 2011). The common reason for both these emotions is the discrepancy 
(cognitive dissonance) between one’s actual behavior (or unjustified lack of activ-
ity) and the wish to conform to one’s desired self-image and values. The subject 
of these emotions can be not only oneself but any member of one’s group (from a 
relative to a compatriot).

The differences between shame and guilt should be discussed. Shame is ex-
pressed clearly: flushed face, ears, and neck; averted or sunken head; closed face 
or eyes; interrupted communication; avoidance of the witnesses of a transgression. 
Guilt is not expressed so obviously. Shame is impossible without a real or imagined 
audience that is critical of the agent of a transgression. One is shamed or blamed 
by somebody in one’s consciousness. Guilt is more oriented toward the victim of a 
transgression but not to betrayals. A person who has guilt feelings cares not about 
an observer’s assessment of the deed but about the consequences of the transgres-
sion. In the case of my wrongdoing the cognitive content of shame is focused main-
ly on my own self (“I am bad”) but the cognitive content of guilt is differentiated 
from myself and is focused on my particular actions only (“I was wrong in this 
situation”) (Tangney, 1995). 

Some researchers consider that guilt is based on empathy with real or imagined 
victims of our activity (or on passivity) and presupposes concerns about issues con-
nected with the direct or indirect responsibility for infliction of harm (Olthof, 2012; 
Olthof, Ferguson, Bloemers, & Deij, 2004). Hoffman (1982) proposed a differen-
tiation of guilt and shame based on their consequences: namely, guilt promotes 
reparative behavior and an increase in motivation to communicate, whereas shame 
leads to withdrawal and a decrease in this motivation. Meta-analysis has shown 
that the feeling of guilt is related to the development of conscience in children and 
to conscientious behavior in young adults (Dost & Yagmurlu, 2008). Table 1 sum-
marizes the differences between shame and guilt.
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table 1. Differences between shame and guilt

shame guilt

Cognitive content «I am bad» negative identity «I did it badly» wrongdoing

Focus of feeling and 
cognition

On self On the victim and on com-
pensation for the infliction of 
harm

Duration Short-term Long-term

Links with the situation 
of the transgression

Field dependence (concerns about 
others’ opinions)

Field independence

Expression Flushed face, ears, and neck; 
averted or sunken head; closed 
face or eyes; interrupted commu-
nication 

No constant pattern

Possible consequences Social acceptance, desire to impro-
ve one’s image 
Social avoidance, feelings of inferi-
ority and loneliness, social anxiety, 
hostility, and aggression 

Social approach, inclination to 
correct situation, compensa-
tion, depression 

Lewis considered individual differences in affective style depending on prefer-
ences to feel shame or guilt in appropriate situations of moral transgression (Lewis, 
1971). These differences, in their turn, lead to different types of dysfunctions. In-
clination to shame is linked to vulnerability to affective dysfunctions (depression, 
anger, narcissism), but inclination to guilt is linked to vulnerability to cognitive 
dysfunctions (paranoia, obsessive -compulsive disorders). 

At the same time, we should take into account that a long-term feeling of guilt 
leads to depression. Zahn-Waxler discussed adaptive guilt as an action-oriented, 
conscious feeling accompanied by making reparations and helping others, and 
maladaptive guilt as an excessive, self-critical feeling accompanied by a sense of 
responsibility for everything that goes wrong (Zahn-Waxler, & Kochanska, 1990). 
Some scales have been elaborated for the measurement of long-term or chronic 
feelings of guilt (Harder, Cutler, & Rockart, 1992; Kugler & Jones, 1992). When one 
widens the zone of one’s activities, criticism increases the probability of fixation on 
negative self-image, self-condemnation, and self-punishment. Research data from a 
sample of college students showed no significant link between experiencing predis-
positional guilt and psychological problems such as those with somatic, obsessive-
compulsive, anxious, and paranoid symptoms; but they did show a positive link 
between chronic guilt and these symptoms, including depression (Quiles & Bybee, 
1997). Taking into account the longer duration and larger depth of guilt, it is under-
standable that patients with strong depression show higher correlations with guilt 
than with shame (Alexander, Brewin, Vearnals, Wolff, & Leff, 1999). Relatives of 
schizophrenic patients demonstrated a guilty conscience (negative self-esteem, be-
cause of their belief that they were morally wrong, and self-condemnation), which 
was positively linked with their depression, suffering, and failure to cope with these 
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feelings (Boye, Bentsen, & Malt, 2002). In other words, the feeling of guilt did not 
help but rather shaped in these relatives a neurotic circle.

A functional approach to emotion leads us to an understanding of the con-
structive role of shame too. The expression of shame is a good signal of the nega-
tive estimation of one’s behavior and the readiness to eliminate such socially un-
attractive behavior. These signals can prevent others’ aggression (Ferguson, 2005; 
Gilbert & McGuire, 1998). Acceptance of one’s wrongdoing together with elements 
of the expression of shame leads to the appeasement of the injured party and for-
giveness (Keltner & Harker, 1998). At the same time, verbal apologies, such as “I 
was ashamed remembering my behavior yesterday,” are not always accompanied 
by a feeling of shame. Sometimes these phrases represent our acceptance of moral 
norms and not our real attitude toward a transgression.

Often the blushing of a transgressor in comparison with the neutral face of a 
transgressor leads to a higher appraisal from observers (Dijk, de Jong, & Peters, 
2009). The reason for such an appraisal is the perception of blushing as an invol-
untary, sincere reaction of the transgressor that promises a correction of behavior 
and the prevention of future transgressions (de Jong, 1999; Gold & Weiner, 2000). 
In its turn, strong blushing shows a reaction to a possibly unpleasant perception of 
a person by significant observers, a perception the person finds it difficult to ac-
cept. Some researchers label this phenomenon negative identity (Ferguson, Eyre, & 
Ashbaker, 2000; Olthof et al., 2004). 

A person’s anticipation of feeling shame or guilt can be a serious obstacle to 
amoral behavior (Olthof, 2012). Students’ feelings of shame were negatively linked 
with the desire to drink or to filch in a store (Tibbetts, 1997). These data show that 
the feeling of shame has an adaptive function in the understanding and correction 
of wrong actions (Dost & Yagmurlu, 2008). When there is a strong differentiation 
of shame and guilt, both emotions are negatively linked with antisocial behavior 
(Menesini & Camodeca, 2008), but only the feeling of guilt can predict prosocial 
behavior in cases of school violence (Olthof, 2012).

Qualitative and quantitative analysis of autobiographical narratives on the feel-
ings of shame and guilt (N = 23, Ma = 24.5), using χ2 of association, showed a stron-
ger desire to improve one’s image in the case of shame than in the case of guilt. The 
same priority in the case of shame was given to desiring to keep close or to abate, 
striving to escape from a situation, being concerned about others’ opinions, striv-
ing to change the image of a situation. These were predicted on the basis of previous 
studies. In the phenomenology of guilt, the fear of not acting in accordance with 
one’s desires and acceptance of the inadequacy of one’s actions were higher than in 
the phenomenology of shame (Breslavs, 2007). It appears that retrospective narra-
tives about experienced shame for particular actions can be identified as expressing 
the feeling of guilt, not of shame. 

These data showed that, in a situation of transgression, for a feeling of shame 
to develop the public situation as such is not critical but the opinion of a signifi-
cant observer is critical. If we believe that this observer considered our behavior a 
transgression, a cognitive dissonance arises. The second obligatory aspect of shame 
is the content of this dissonance. It is not a particular but a general dissonance 
between the ideal self and global self-esteem. Both aspects are interdependent 
(Wolf, Cohen, Panter, & Insko, 2010), and this interdependence can be explained 
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by social perception. We are able to take into account that people around us judge 
our image and actions quickly and superficially, sometimes using insignificant ele-
ments of our behavior. It is understandable that people are inclined to feel shame 
in prestigious and responsible situations (official parties, conferences, the bestowal 
of honors, and so forth). Transgressions in these situations can destroy a person’s 
reputation, and emotional anticipation in the form of shame can mobilize the self-
correction process.

Using R. Lazarus’s model of two stages of cognitive appraisal, de Hooge and 
colleagues (2010) proposed two possible consequences of the feeling of shame: ap-
proach when the renovation of reputation is estimated as more or less possible, 
and avoidance when the renovation of reputation is estimated as very dangerous or 
impossible. If shame represents concern about one’s marred reputation, the emer-
gence of the motivation to renovate one’s self-image is understandable. In its turn, 
the motivation to renovate one’s self-image can result in mitigation-at-any-cost 
(self-defense), or it can be prosocial (apologies and compensation to victims). Only 
the prosocial version can be related to twinges of conscience. 

The secondary stage of a moral transgression can be (1) condemnation by sig-
nificant others or (2) understanding of one’s weakness (Gausel & Leach, 2011). 
The first possibility was related by Gaisel and Leach to concerns about one’s so-
cial image, while the second possibility was related to concerns about self-image. 
Condemnation by significant others leads to avoiding contact with others and a 
feeling of inferiority. Understanding one’s weakness has two possible results: (1) 
if negative self-esteem is global (“I am bad”), it results in a feeling of inferior-
ity and avoidance of traumatic social contacts; (2) if this appraisal is specific and 
particular (“I have no good skills in the field”), it results in self-improvement. In 
these differentiations the borderline between social image and self-image remains 
unclear because our weakness worries us in the context of social relationships 
only. A mirror for us is a tool for the control of social perception as well as a tool 
for self-control. 

How adaptive guilt and shame are depends on the subject matter and duration 
of these emotions (Breslav, 1977). The subject matter of shame and guilt depends 
on: (a) the agent of the transgression (oneself, a friend, a relative, members of one’s 
in-group or nation); (b) the burden of the transgression (failure in sports, tardi-
ness, a white lie, aspersion, or violence); (c) how reversible the transgression is (the 
availability of opportunities to correct outcomes); (d) whether the transgression is 
intentional or unintentional, random; (e) how particular or general the transgres-
sion is (lack of skills in a particular field or general disability); (f) who the victims 
and observers of the transgression are. Critical for the feeling of shame is the sig-
nificance of the transgression’s observers and the probable loss of reputation, while 
for the feeling of guilt the critical factor is the harm to the victims. Figure 1 presents 
a general model of these emotions.

The duration of these emotions is different and can be of adaptive value. Shame, 
as the more painful and expressive emotion, is a short-term feeling. When coping 
with cognitive dissonance through a reappraisal of the situation—for example, by 
the transfer of responsibility from oneself to others—shame can be changed into 
resentment or anger with subsequent aggression. The reappraisal of a transgres-
sion can minimize the burden of wrongdoing (for example, “it is common to all 
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people”); such minimization weakens moral emotions. If a person fails to minimize 
cognitive dissonance through reappraisal, shame can turn into long-lasting guilt. If 
this feeling of guilt does not lead to compensation for the inflicted harm—in par-
ticular, when this harm is irreversible (death or loss of health)—the outcome of the 
accumulation of guilt can be more destructive than the outcome of shame (Wolf et 
al., 2010). 
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