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How Should We Respond to Shame?

Madeleine Shield

Abstract: How one should respond to shame is a moral consideration that has figured 
relatively little in philosophical discourse. Recent psychological insights tell us that, at 
its core, shame reflects an unfulfilled need for emotional connection. As such, it often 
results in psychological and moral damage—harm which, I argue, renders shaming 
practices very difficult to justify. Following this, I posit that a morally preferable 
response to shame is one that successfully addresses and dispels the emotion. To this 
end, I critique two common responses to shame, compliance and anger, and then 
propose an alternative: the practice of emotional vulnerability.

Keywords: shame, virtue ethics, punishment, compliance, anger, emotional 
vulnerability

I. Introduction

At a basic level, most philosophers agree that shame is a highly unpleasant 
feeling which is tied to a negative assessment of oneself, and which subse-
quently fuels a desire for self-concealment. Shame can be thought of as either 
a momentary feeling or as a more established trait or belief about oneself, 
while the act of shaming constitutes a deliberate attempt to invoke this feel-
ing or activate this belief in another person (or sometimes within oneself). It 
remains controversial as to what extent a person must ‘agree’ with a shaming 
judgement in order to experience shame, however it seems plausible to say that 
shame is not an exclusively external or internal phenomenon; rather, feelings 
of shame are informed by both the perspective of the self and the Other (Shield 
2022).1 Psychologists, though not always philosophers, generally recognise 
that shame is born from a failed attempt to fulfil one’s basic human need for 
social connection, which either creates or reinforces feelings of personal insuf-
ficiency. This picture is commonly contrasted with guilt, which is thought to 
result from individual acts a person has committed, and which is more often 
linked to a desire to make amends. Unlike feelings of guilt and remorse over 
moral wrongdoing, the criticism that is involved in shame is not localised, but 
rather appears to encompass the whole self; shame condemns who one is rather 
1.	 Though contested, support for this view can be found in several philosophical works (see, 

for example, Sartre 2003: 302–03; Wurmser 1981: 45, 49; Kekes 1988: 283; Bartky 1990: 
85–86; Zahavi 2020: 354).
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than merely what one has done.2 Thus, even when one is shamed for a specific 
behaviour or aspect of one’s character, the feeling manifests as a global assess-
ment of oneself as ‘less than.’ In this sense, the apparently local basis of dif-
ferent types of shame, such as body shame, can be understood as a projection 
of one’s feeling of overall defectiveness onto specific parts of the self (Zahavi 
2020: 351; DeYoung 2015: 21). While shame has received increasing philo-
sophical attention in recent times, less considered by philosophers has been the 
question of how one should respond to shame.

In section one, I consider the moral context of this question.3 What we do 
with the feeling of shame is morally significant, not least because shame is 
always the product of intersubjective relations. As feminist and critical race 
theorists have long recognised, it is also frequently present in oppressive ones. 
While it is rarely, if ever, argued that oppression-based shame is morally justi-
fiable, it is interesting to note that widespread disavowal of shame as a tool of 
oppression has done little to dissuade us of its moral desirability more gener-
ally. Indeed, some of the most vocal advocates of shaming practices today are 
those within political resistance movements, who view shaming as the most 
(and perhaps only) appropriate means for drawing attention to the wrongdo-
ing of perpetrators, especially those culpable individuals or groups who ap-
pear unwilling to recognise such wrongdoing (Locke 2007: 153; Snyder 2020: 
109–10). Here, the popular idea that shame offers us an effective method of 
regulating behaviour means that it is still considered by most to be morally 
useful or, at the very least, morally deserved. However, I will argue that we 
have reason to think this is often not the case.

Given the fact that shame is always experienced as a global self-assess-
ment, its evaluation of the self as defective or worthless can never be contained 
to a specific transgression one has committed, but instead extends to include 
parts of oneself for which one should not be considered morally guilty. In 
this sense, I will argue, oppression-based shaming has much more in com-
mon with the general shaming of individuals than we might think. Indeed, the 
psychological effects are the same, whether or not one has committed a moral 
transgression; like trauma, shame can be considered a moral harm insofar as it 
causes psychological damage to its bearer. Employing a eudaemonistic frame-
work of neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics, which prioritises healing and flourish-
ing, I argue that this renders the use of shaming difficult to justify from a moral 

2.	 Although the notion of shame as a global emotion has come under some recent criticism 
(see, for example, Deonna, Rodogno, and Teroni 2011), it is still widely held among both 
philosophers and psychologists (see for instance Locke 2007: 149; La Caze 2013: 89; 
Dolezal 2017: 424; León 2012: 193–211).

3.	 It should be noted that the account of shame that I develop here is Eurocentric, based solely 
on manifestations of shame within Western culture, and is not intended to serve as a univer-
salist or cross-cultural model of shame.
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point of view. This is because shame generally interferes with an individual’s 
ability to fulfil their moral duty toward others, and therefore their capacity to 
flourish—the end goal of virtue ethics. Following this, I conclude that a mor-
ally desirable response to shame is likely to be one which aids the ashamed 
individual in successfully addressing or dispelling the emotion.

So how does one best defy shame? In section two, I examine the moral 
permissibility of three potential responses to shame. The first of these, com-
pliance, is explored by drawing upon Hannah Arendt’s (1997) biography of 
the German Jewess Rahel Varnhagen (1771–1833). Under the increasing anti-
Semitism of Berlin high society, Rahel suffered great shame at her Jewishness 
and, in an attempt to escape this feeling, sought assimilation into Christian 
society. This course of action, however, did not assuage Rahel’s shame, but 
rather intensified it. The second reaction to shame which I explore, anger, takes 
its example from a real-life case study, “Murder of a Spouse,” in Melvin R. 
Lansky’s (1993) Fathers Who Fail. This concerns the shame-induced violence 
of a man, ‘Mr C,’ toward his wife, ‘Mrs C,’ as evidenced by a conjoint inter-
view two months before the husband murdered his wife. As Lansky’s psychi-
atric evaluation shows, it was Mr C’s unchecked feelings of great inadequacy, 
overtly reinforced by his wife, which led to this disastrous consequence. Draw-
ing on these cases, I argue that both compliance and anger can be considered 
forms of shame avoidance; more often than not, such responses not only fail to 
address the shame which caused them, but ultimately strengthen its hold on the 
individual. The third response to shame, the practice of emotional vulnerabil-
ity, represents a viable alternative. Here I draw upon the (1946) work of Aus-
trian psychiatrist and Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl (1905–1997), whose 
prescription against the traumatic horrors of Nazi Germany, among them the 
phenomenon of ‘survivor shame,’ was to pursue the fulfilment of personal 
meaning. Here, one moves away from shame and toward self-worth; affirming 
one’s basic longing for love and connection, one is better positioned to em-
brace their authenticity in acknowledging that which truly matters to them as 
an individual. It is this course of action which I will argue is most successful 
in dispelling the feeling of shame, and which thus offers a morally desirable 
way of responding to it.

II. Framing Moral Responsibility in the Context of Shame

II.1. A Loss of Connection

In evaluating how one should respond to shame, we must first consider the 
emotion’s moral implications. Although an individual can experience shame 
in the absence of (real) others, scholars widely agree that a certain intersub-
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jectivity is inherent to shame (see, for example, Sartre 2003: 296; Guenther 
2012: 61–62; Zahavi 2014: 221–23; Dolezal 2017: 422; cf. Deonna, Rodogno, 
and Teroni 2011: 125–53). This clearly fits with shame being a negative self-
assessment, since the values by which a person measures whether they are 
‘good enough’ are culturally constructed. This is true both in that others are 
required in order to have a point of comparison to (fail to) measure up to, and 
in that the normative aspect of what constitutes a ‘good’ or a ‘bad’ value is not 
individually, but socially, ordained. As Luna Dolezal writes, “it seems clear 
that the primary locus of shame is social. Values and norms do not appear of 
out nowhere, they are constituted and continuously modified by relations of 
embodied social interaction” (2017: 425). Since the values through which we 
negatively assess ourselves can be externally imposed on us, and we can also 
internalise them, the ‘Other’ in shame can be both real and imagined. In the 
words of Sandra Bartky, shame thus “requires if not an actual audience before 
whom my deficiencies are paraded, then an internalized audience with the ca-
pacity to judge me.” She adds that this other can even be from one’s past; “a 
composite portrait of other and earlier [perpetrators of] . . . consistent shaming 
behaviour” (1990: 86, 90). While I mostly agree with this kind of characteri-
sation of shame as being, in Dolezal’s words, “a painful awareness of one’s 
flaws or transgressions with reference to norms” (2017: 423), I argue that the 
overall picture it paints is remiss insofar as it neglects the emotion’s deeper 
psychological mechanics.

At the core of shame lies the reason that not being ‘good enough’ would 
even matter to us in the first place: our need to be understood and accepted by 
others. Our first instances of shame, which occur in early preverbal infancy, 
provide a clear example of this need. Here, developmental psychology has 
shown that infants experience shame when their “relations to others (namely 
caregivers) are threatened,” which precipitates “a sense of failure to attain 
some ideal state”—that ideal state being a feeling of social connectedness 
which is central to the infant’s wellbeing and even survival (Dolezal 2017: 
433; see also Nussbaum 2004: 184). In ‘still face’ experiments, researchers 
have observed that bodily behaviour associated with shame (slumped posture, 
avoidant gaze, lowered head) occurs in infants whose caregiver has interrupted 
mirror-gazing with the child. This means that the caregiver has deliberately 
withdrawn physical, verbal or visual communication from the shared interac-
tion, and subsequently ignored the smile, giggle, or gaze the infant uses to 
reestablish emotional contact. According to psychologist Andrew P. Morrison, 
this lack of engagement interrupts the baby’s neurological ‘pleasure-joy’ cir-
cuit, resulting in a “physiological letdown [which] is experienced by the infant 
as being the infant’s own ‘fault’—that something the baby did caused [their 
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caregiver’s] lack of responsiveness” (1996: 59).4 Of course, as children ma-
ture, they are often less inclined to view themselves as personally responsible 
for the emotional responses of others. The ultimate psychological basis for 
shame, however, remains the same as in infancy.

Surprisingly few philosophers have recognised that this unintended dis-
ruption of an emotional bond is at the root of shame.5 Just as it occurs in an in-
fant when mirror gazing with a caregiver is interrupted, so too is it experienced 
by adults when their cherished social bonds are threatened. Dolezal argues 
that, for humans, “Concerns regarding physical survival [in infancy] become 
transmuted [in adulthood] into concerns regarding social survival” (2017: 434, 
my emphasis). This is because as adults we are generally much less physically 
dependent on others, yet we still rely on a certain level of social interaction to 
fulfil our social needs and to reproduce. That is why shame usually manifests 
for us in a sense of failed adherence to social norms. When our close social 
bonds are threatened, and we conclude that this is due to some personal de-
fect, we experience shame. At its heart, then, shame is as Gerhart Piers de-
scribes it: the fear of social exclusion, which “spells fear of abandonment, the 
death by emotional starvation” (1953: 16). Many philosophers acknowledge 
this vulnerability which is central to shame, but they incorrectly believe it to 
be shame’s cause. Jean-Paul Sartre famously asserted that shame comes from 
“recognising myself in this degraded, fixed and dependent being which I am 
for the Other” (2003: 312). Giorgio Agamben, too, concludes that shame is my 
witnessing of my own desubjectification, which I am unable to escape or to as-
sume (1999: 105). But we do not feel shame purely in virtue of recognising our 
vulnerable need for connection with others. For, when we are socially fulfilled, 
like the infant whose smile is mirrored in the caregiver, we are not ashamed of 
the need which drove those connections. Rather, shame occurs when this need 
has failed to be met, and we subsequently conclude that this is due to some 
lack within ourselves. As Hegel wrote in the nineteenth century: “Shame does 
not mean to be ashamed of loving, say on account of exposing or surrendering 
the body . . . but to be ashamed that love is not complete, that . . . there still 
be something inimical in oneself which keeps love from reaching completion 
and perfection” (cited in Piers 1953: 16, my emphasis). Perhaps this is also 

4.	 One might object here that the baby’s response being based on “something the baby did” 
might well indicate that it is guilt the baby is experiencing here, not shame—however, I 
believe that Morrison is merely referring to the baby’s perception that its own insufficiency 
of self, rather than some external factor (such as the caregiver’s mood), is responsible 
for the physiological letdown; not that it has committed a moral transgression toward the 
caregiver.

5.	 Some philosophers have touched on this way of conceptualising shame, though only brief-
ly (see Biddle 1997: 227, 229; Nussbaum 2004: 177–89; Mann 2014: 113–17; Dolezal 
2017: 435; Zahavi 2020: 353–54).
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what Levinas meant when he wrote that “Being naked is not a matter of [not] 
wearing clothes” (2003: 64)—our exposed body is not shameful to us purely 
on account of being exposed and thus vulnerable to the judgements of others. 
Nor would we be likely to be ashamed about the fact that these judgements 
matter to us, were they overwhelmingly positive and affirming. This need for 
validation and connection only becomes shameful to us when it is unfulfilled; 
when “we cannot hide what we should like to hide” (Welz 2011: 70–71, my 
emphasis) on account of it having been socially rejected. Characterising shame 
as ontological, as Sartre and Agamben do, also does a further disservice to 
those especially vulnerable to shame because it seems to forget that we are not 
all equally likely to experience it.

II.2. The Black, White, and Grey Zones of Shame

Shame is diverse in its manifestations: just as it can occur within a perpetrator 
of moral transgressions, it appears just as likely to be experienced by an appar-
ently innocent party. The use of shaming practices as a tool of oppression is a 
case in point, given that members of marginalised groups “are more marked out 
for shame than others” (Nussbaum 2004: 174), not as a result of their wrong-
doing but simply because they deviate in some way from the privileged norm. 
This stigmatisation produces a concentration of feelings of great inadequacy 
within marginalised groups, which works to reinforce their alleged inferiority 
both within themselves and society at large. The often profoundly disempow-
ering nature of shame—its immobilising effect, isolating feeling, and desire to 
hide—is hardly conducive to a sense of solidarity among victims. In this sense, 
shame helps to create “people who are weaker, more timid, less confident, less 
demanding, and hence more easily dominated” (Bartky 1990: 97).

If one believes in the moral potentialities of shaming in general, it may be 
tempting in light of this consideration to divide its occurrences into two sepa-
rate forms: just, and unjust. In the former circumstance, the ashamed person 
has committed a moral transgression, and is shamed as a result; in the latter, no 
moral transgression has been committed by the ashamed person, and they most 
likely experience shame as a result of disrupting arbitrary, oppressive norms. 
This is a distinction often favoured by political resistors, who have historically 
endorsed ‘non-oppressive’ shaming practices for their “apparent clarity and 
ability to convey righteous indignation” (Locke 2007: 146). For example, Jill 
Locke cites Berenice Fisher, who argues that shaming white feminists can help 
remedy the racism and classism endemic to feminist circles; and also Jennifer 
Manion, who espouses updating traditionally shameful behaviours to be more 
progressive (like shaming a cisgender man for not ‘helping’ with housework). 
I think this clear-cut distinction between ‘just’ and ‘unjust’ shame is well-
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intentioned in wanting to accommodate differentiations in victimhood status 
within shame experiences—I certainly have no desire to conflate the shaming 
of marginalised groups with the shame that, say, a perpetrator of great evil 
experiences. In my view, however, there are two important senses in which 
oppression-based shaming has much more in common with the general sham-
ing of individuals than we might think.

Firstly, the dichotomy between ‘just’ and ‘unjust’ shame rests on a narrow-
minded conception of innocence and guilt which, to borrow from Primo Levi, 
“shuns [the] half-tints and complexities” of reality (2013: 32). Both Claudia 
Card and Lisa Tessman have recently emphasised the importance of remem-
bering that moral guilt is rarely a matter of black and white; that “many parties 
are both victims of some evils and perpetrators of others” (Card 2002: 188, 
my emphasis). This “gray zone” has most famously been identified by Levi, 
a Holocaust survivor and author, in his memoir The Drowned and the Saved. 
Here, he details the profoundly disturbing case of the Sonderkommando group 
in the Nazi extermination camps. These “crematorium ravens” were camp 
prisoners elected to oversee the cremation of their fellow prisoners once they 
had been gassed, in order to gain some privileges. They did not escape the fate 
of the other prisoners, but merely postponed it; in fact, every few months the 
squad was replaced, the new one initiated through burning the corpses of its 
predecessors. It is hopefully clear how insufficient the notion of ‘victimhood’ 
proves to be to us here. In their book The Empire of Trauma, Didier Fassin and 
Richard Rechtman (2009) argue that, following the Holocaust, this notion of 
victimhood allowed us to socially inscribe the extraordinary pain endured by 
survivors within collective memory. However, as they aptly point out: it was 
“still inextricably linked to the moral qualities ascribed to survivors—their in-
nocence and their weakness in the face of the brutal forces that overwhelmed 
them—and to the empathy they inspired” (95, my emphasis). This shortcom-
ing is, I believe, partly why Levi asks that we suspend our judgement of the 
Sonderkommando, who “were deprived of even the solace of innocence” 
(2013: 52)—lest we find ourselves unable to acknowledge their pain at the 
same time as we condemn their misdeeds. It should not be forgotten that the 
Holocaust is, of course, sui generis. In a sense, however, the extreme example 
of the Sonderkommando points to a more pervasive feature of human morality. 
Given “the fact that oppressions interlock,” as Tessman writes, “many people 
are both the agents and the victims of oppression” (2005: 122). Most, if not all, 
of us have in some moments perpetrated wrongs and at other times been the 
victim of them; thus, there is one sense in which we are all—in some way, at 
some stage—inhabitants of this grey zone.

The global nature of the negative self-assessment made in shame means 
that the emotion does not discriminate between these morally innocent or 



Madeleine Shield520

guilty parts of ourselves, but rather encompasses them all. This means that 
shame is, in a sense, always also shame for that which we are not morally cul-
pable, or are perhaps even victims. Since this is one reason that the shaming of 
oppressed groups is considered so immoral, it strikes me as an element of the 
shame experience which is particularly difficult to justify. Even if one could 
identify a case of moral guilt with no claims to innocence or victimhood, the 
globality of shame appears rather ill-equipped to target specific behaviours or 
traits. How does one shame a perpetrator exclusively for their transgression, 
when feeling shame entails a global assessment of the whole self? As Brenè 
Brown observes, shame attaches not only to the ‘bad’ parts of ourselves, but 
also to the good; in targeting the whole of who we are, shame also “corrodes 
the very part of us that believes we can change and do better” (2012: 71).6 
For this reason, I propose that we look at shame through the lens of psycho-
logical impact, as is done within recent theory on trauma. This overcomes the 
dilemma at hand because it encompasses, rather than collapses, distinctions of 
innocence and guilt—and everything before, beyond, and in between that we 
find in the grey zone. This is because the notion of trauma itself is able to ar-
ticulate diametrically opposed values. Fassin and Rechtman (2009) elaborate:

The broad application of the concept of trauma makes it possible today to 
both recognize and go beyond the status of victim. .  .  . By applying the same 
psychological classification to the person who suffers violence, the person who 
commits it, and the person who witnesses it, the concept of trauma profoundly 
transforms the moral framework of what constitutes humanity. (23, 280, my 
emphasis)

In the next section, I explore the second shortcoming of the distinction 
between ‘just’ and ‘unjust’ shame; namely, that shame, like trauma, is a form 
of moral harm that causes psychological damage to its bearer, irrespective of 
their level of wrongdoing.

II.2.3. Shame as a Moral Harm

Contrary to what many have argued, I consider it unlikely that shame can really 
be used for ‘good.’ Primarily, this is because of its psychologically damaging 
effects. While shame may occur in varying degrees of intensity, it is consid-
ered an especially intense emotion. Many psychologists and philosophers have 
recognised the detrimental effects it can have on the psyche of the ashamed 
individual, and on their resultant treatment of others. For example, Zlatan 
Filipovic writes that “shame has been considered as equivalent to trauma, an 

6.	 Some scholars have claimed that it is precisely because of shame’s global nature that it is 
more morally useful in addressing one’s character than guilt (see, for example, Williams 
1993: 94; Nussbaum 2004: 181). For a critique of this position, see Bonnie Mann (2014: 
112–14).
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affective watershed that drains our agency and sinks us to the bottom of the 
world . . . an inhibitive power of disturbance” (2017: 99). I contend that, like 
trauma, shame can generally be characterised as having a negative effect on 
one’s wellbeing. Shame is both pervasive and insidious—even in cases where 
one’s shame is felt to be relatively mild, for instance, its more painful effects 
are often being unconsciously circumvented or hidden from one’s conscious 
awareness through avoidance or denial (Lewis 1971: 38–39; Pattison 2000: 
44, 113–17; Dolezal and Lyons 2017: 258). Since shame occurs in a person 
when their desire for social connection has failed to be met, it is in that sense 
the disappointment of an anticipated positive outcome. Having our expecta-
tions met, especially in early childhood, is essential to our sense of coherence 
in ourselves and in the world. This is why shame effectively shatters “trust in 
the dependability of one’s immediate world,” which also “means loss of trust 
in other persons, who are the transmitters and interpreters of that world” (Lynd 
1958: 45, 47). Indeed, deep, unremitting shame is overwhelmingly present in 
most mental illnesses. Morrison argues that many of the common symptoms of 
“depression—withdrawal, low self-esteem, rejection sensitivity—reflect the 
deep belief in personal unworthiness, weakness, and defects” that constitute 
shame (1996: 183). He cites Melvin R. Lanksy, who goes so far as to con-
tend that “Shame—not guilt, depression, anger, stress, or unspecified psychic 
pain—is . . . the most significant affect for the clinician to consider with the 
suicidal patient” (1992: 196). Shame is further akin to trauma in that, unless 
resolved, it is often passed down generationally. Morrison observes that most 
shaming practices in parenting come from “Parents who are insecure or easily 
shamed themselves,” and whose shame-based convictions would often have 
formed in the context of their own upbringing (1996: 155). According to Dan-
iela F. Sieff, this is because “our identity, and implicit sense of who we are, is 
created through the mirror we receive from parents, siblings and significant 
others. If any of them carry unconscious and unprocessed shame they have 
no choice but to inadvertently pass it on. Psychologically, there are no secrets 
in families” (2014: 27). The psychological damage so often caused to us by 
shame also interferes with our ability to fulfil our moral duty toward others 
which, as we will see, in turn impedes our capacity to flourish.

Drawing upon a eudaemonistic framework of neo-Aristotelian virtue 
ethics,7 I argue that shame in general constitutes a form of moral damage which 
prevents flourishing, and that its deliberate invocation within others is there-
fore difficult to morally justify. Virtue ethics, as Tessman writes, “assumes 
that the pursuit of flourishing—qualified in certain ways and especially by the 
requirement that one develop and maintain the virtues—is morally praisewor-
thy” (2005: 3). Tessman, who uses Aristotelian and neo-Aristotelian virtue eth-
7.	 As it is formulated by Lisa Tessman (2005).



Madeleine Shield522

ics to think about oppression and liberatory political struggles, acknowledges 
that this ethical framework is one which requires some reform, given that it 
“is in its unfiltered [or original] state not suited for feminist or other liberatory 
purposes” (3). Hence she adds an important detail to the theory—namely, that 
moral damage (such as that resulting from oppression) can prevent an indi-
vidual from properly developing or exercising virtues in the first place, and 
therefore from flourishing. Here, then, the role of wellbeing is twofold: one 
must heal sufficiently from moral damage in order to act virtuously, and, as 
Aristotle emphasised, one must act virtuously in order to truly flourish—the 
end goal of virtue ethics.

Shame in general can be seen as constituting a form of moral damage. 
This notion can be conceptualised in a few different ways—for example, Ned 
Dobos distinguishes between moral trauma, which refers to the debilitating 
inundation of one’s moral emotions, and moral degradation, which is the cor-
ruption or corrosion of one’s moral emotions. The moral injury to which I refer 
is the former kind, in which the feeling of being “morally tainted” impedes 
upon a person’s ability “to function or to live a flourishing life” (2015: 75). 
This struggle results from both the psychological damage that shame so often 
causes, and its subsequent interference with one’s ability to act virtuously. It 
is a widely acknowledged observation that shame disables our initiatives (Na-
thanson 1987: 25; Mann 2014: 113–14; Filipovic 2017: 100). Locke has de-
scribed this “poisonous consequence” of shame as “the way in which it over-
whelms the subject so that she is unable to think beyond herself” (2007: 151). 
Unlike the moral conscience behind guilt, the narcissistic self-focus of shame 
is not conducive to exercising one’s capacity for empathy or reparative action. 
Rather, it often traumatises those it affects, leaving them unable to access ba-
sic ethical processes. As Luna Dolezal and Barry Lyons have written, shame 
in this sense “overrides rational thought and moral reasoning. . . . [A] shamed 
individual often does not have the cognitive resources to act as a responsive 
and responsible agent, authentically attuned to the needs of itself and its com-
munity of others” (2017: 258; see also Zahavi 2014: 222). In this sense, shame 
can thus be understood as consistent with the notion of moral harm, defined by 
Tessman as that which interferes with one’s ability to cultivate the “certain sort 
of a self that one ought to be” (2005: 4). Since under a virtue ethics framework 
one must act virtuously in order to flourish, shame in this sense is likely to im-
pede upon a person’s capacity for happiness—hence the difficulty in asserting 
that it is morally justified.

Some critics of eudaemonism argue that a moral agent whose end goal 
is their own happiness appears selfish (Hursthouse and Pettigrove 2018). On 
the contrary, the highest good espoused by this framework is not a happiness 
resulting from mere personal or material gain, and certainly not one which can 
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be realised at the expense of others. Rather, it constitutes a kind of ‘flourishing’ 
which is intimately tied to leading a virtuous life. Free from the narcissistic 
confines of moral damage, the moral agent who flourishes does so because 
they act virtuously towards others, fulfilling their moral responsibility to these 
others and to themselves. In this sense, virtue ethics does not aim toward the 
wellbeing of just one person, but of many—for we would only value acting 
with virtue toward others insofar as it strengthens their chances of being free 
from moral harm, and therefore, of flourishing.

Psychological damage aside, many would still contend that shame remains 
a useful social force. Some proponents of ‘good’ shame, for example, argue 
that the propensity to experience shame denotes a certain capacity for moral 
or social sophistication. Hannah Arendt (1958: 72) argues that shame is neces-
sary in upholding the concept of privacy by respecting the boundaries between 
public and private, while Cheshire Calhoun (2004: 129) sees shame as signal-
ling moral maturity by symbolising that one shares a moral world with others. 
And Krista K. Thomason asks, “If we would be better off without shame, then 
why are shameless people so obnoxious? There seems to be something wrong 
with the person who never feels shame” (2018: 4–5; see also Nussbaum 2004: 
215). While these arguments for shame praise its specific role in the socialisa-
tion process, others simply commend the positive human desire for love and 
acceptance they think shame reveals (see, for example, Ramos 2012: 108–21). 
There are several good reasons to be wary of such positive characterisations of 
shame. Firstly, the fact that infants experience shame means that it can hardly 
imply a kind of moral sophistication. As Nussbaum writes, “shame is on the 
scene already even before we are aware of the ‘normal’ perspective of the 
particular social value-system within which we dwell” (2004: 173; see also 
Hollier 2019: 86). Secondly, even if shaming did lead to desirable social out-
comes, this does not mean that it carries positive moral potential. Like feelings 
of humiliation and horror, one’s ability to experience the emotion may indicate 
a level of successful socialisation. However, this does not in itself justify the 
moral harm it causes, nor the coercive means through which it is often imple-
mented. Furthermore, since shame is the unintended loss of social connection, 
it does not represent something affirming about humanity—the fulfilment of 
our need for love—but rather its absence. When we speak of shame as indica-
tive of a person’s social awareness or maturity, as Calhoun does, we neglect 
the role of emotional empathy and understanding that should instead belong to 
the process of socialisation (Stolorow 2013). Other proponents of shame as a 
tool for ‘good’ commonly argue that it at the very least causes the ashamed to 
recognise the moral fault in their actions.

This view hopes that the ashamed person is motivated by their shame to 
repent, and to adjust their subsequent behaviour accordingly—a characterisa-
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tion of shame which, I argue, is better used to describe guilt. Philosophers are 
increasingly recognising that the feeling of guilt, which is attached to a specific 
action, motivates its bearer toward repentance, while shame, which concerns 
the whole self, moves them instead to hide.8 This is because guilt, as the feel-
ing of having committed a wrong, evokes a concomitant desire for another’s 
forgiveness through which that feeling may be resolved; a resolution which, as 
Morrison notes, “can only come through confessing, not hiding” (1996: 11–12; 
see also Card 2002: 206–07; Locke 2007: 149; Hollier 2019: 85–86). Shame, 
on the other hand, is rarely associated with a desire for forgiveness. As Helen 
Block Lewis writes, shame demands “That you be a better person, and not be 
ugly, and not be stupid, and not have failed” (cited in Karen 1992: 5). These 
feelings are unlikely to be resolved through forgiveness from others; how can 
one apologise and be forgiven for being ‘ugly’ without further validating the 
shame one feels surrounding one’s appearance? Not to mention that the fear 
of social retribution evoked by shame is hardly conducive to open confession. 
Rather, “The only thing that suits [shame] at this moment is for you to be 
nonexistent,” to disappear (Lewis, cited in Karen 1992: 5). This consequence 
of shame has been widely recognised, particularly when it is used as a tool of 
oppression. However, this highlights a contradiction within the political resis-
tance movements that espouse shaming practices against oppressors. As Locke 
has pointed out, these movements hope that in shaming perpetrators they will 
adhere to more progressive social norms; yet, “As the scholarship and activism 
of feminists and racial, ethnic, religious, and sexual minorities make clear, re-
petitive shame wears on the subject’s ability to inhabit, much less participate in 
and transform, the political world” (2007: 153). The use of shaming for moral 
regulation is difficult to justify when shame is unlikely to motivate its bearer to 
atone for moral transgressions. Instead, it seems plausible to say that, when we 
shame others in order to elicit their recognition of personal wrongdoing (and 
hopefully their subsequent repentance), what we should really be asking them 
to feel is not shame, but guilt.

Furthermore, if repentance ever does result from shame, it is motivated 
by fear, rather than by conscience. Since it originates in social disconnection, 
“shame seems to be more about threats to our reputation or social standing than 
about our moral failings” (Thomason 2018: 2; see also Rotenstreich 1965: 67–
68). Psychoanalyst Robert Stolorow uses Sartre’s keyhole scenario as an ex-
ample. Here, the peeping tom only experiences shame at hearing the footsteps 
of another, and at the resultant possibility of their moral transgression having 
been discovered, not by virtue of realising that spying on another violates that 
person’s privacy (this, Stolorow argues, would be guilt). Any repentance that 

8.	 Of course, the two often accompany each other and can be difficult to distinguish (see 
Lewis 1971: 426–27; Stocker 2007: 146–53; Zahavi 2014: 221).
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person could make that was driven by their feeling of shame would there-
fore be inauthentic: “To repent for being vulnerable, for example, is absurd” 
(2013). This explains why shaming practices are so morally ineffective. Even 
when it achieves the intended outcome of repentance, shaming can only ever 
hope to influence another’s behaviour in a merely regulative sense (controlling 
behaviour output through fear of punishment); rather than a constitutive one 
(reshaping behaviour input through moral incentive). Since shame cannot be 
relieved through confessing or forgiveness in the way that guilt can, shaming 
practices also fail to properly reward behaviour when it is ethical; a shortcom-
ing which, as Card points out, “interfere[s] with the possibility of redemption 
by achievement” (2002: 206–07). If the ashamed individual is therefore not 
morally incentivised, in a constitutive sense, to act virtuously towards others, 
it becomes difficult to see how one might justify shaming practices on the basis 
of moral effectiveness.

Of course, one might accept that shaming another is unlikely to result in a 
positive moral outcome, while nonetheless considering it justified on the view 
that the shame is deserved. This kind of retributivist thinking, which holds that 
individuals deserve to suffer as a result of their wrongdoing, regardless of the 
consequences of this suffering, is the leading justification for criminal punish-
ment in neoliberal societies. The carceral system does not operate on premises 
of reparation or restoration, but instead functions almost exclusively on the 
basis that punishment in response to crime is itself inherently good or just. The 
high rates of recidivism alone point toward the fact that sending wrongdoers 
to jail is designed to satisfy punitive, rather than reparative, motivations. As 
the recent work of prison abolitionists and anti-carceral scholars demonstrates, 
however, the notion that perpetrators deserve to be punished in proportion to 
their wrongdoing faces several moral complications (see, for example, Kim 
et al. 2018; Ben-Moshe 2020; Montford and Taylor 2022). Central to such 
abolitionist accounts is the recognition that, like the politics of shame, the 
politics of incarceration serves to maintain existing power structures insofar as 
it frames acts of wrongdoing as individual events that are disconnected from 
wider structural issues. As Debra Parkes explains: “By punishing interpersonal 
violence with state violence through incarceration we locate the responsibility 
for that violence solely in individuals and we leave untouched the structures 
and cultures that facilitate and perpetuate it, such as heteropatriarchy, colonial 
dispossession, white supremacy, capitalism, and the like” (2022: 156–57). The 
same is often true of shaming, which holds perpetrators (individuals or groups) 
accountable but does not itself entail any kind of recognition, or therefore re-
dress, of the systemic issues which led to their perpetration in the first place 
(Soldatic and Morgan 2017: 114; Maglione 2019: 665–67).9 This individuali-
9.	 For criticism along these lines of the #MeToo movement, see Alison Phipps (2019: 64–72).
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sation of wrongdoing highlights a problem with the retributivist justification 
of punishment, which is that it relies on the punishable individual being held 
entirely morally responsible for their actions, and is thus unable to account 
for the influence of forces beyond the individual’s control. Thus, as Henrique 
Carvalho and Anastasia Chamberlen conclude: “If punishment provides any 
remedy at all to social problems, it is one that deals only with certain symp-
toms of these problems, never with the causes” (2018: 228; see also Waller 
2019: 77–79; Caruso 2020: 15–16). In any case, it is ultimately unclear how 
the decision to inflict suffering and moral harm upon others in response to 
their wrongdoing—even, and especially, when this does not result in a positive 
moral outcome—is a choice that moves us toward a more morally just world.

III. The Moral Desirability of Different Responses to Shame

III.1. Compliance

The first response to shame that I explore, compliance, is perhaps the most 
common reaction one can have (Stolorow 2013; Thomason 2018: 118–19). 
Although it manifests in myriad ways, this reaction is characterised by the 
ashamed person’s acceptance of their shame as an accurate reflection of who 
they are, and their subsequent compliance with its demands. Most often, this 
is done in order to maintain the social bond with the shaming Other which is 
threatened by the shame; to avoid the emotional pain associated with social 
isolation (Morrison 1996: 128–29; Doctors 2017: 49). By accommodating the 
shame in this way, the ashamed person effectively adopts and internalises the 
Other’s ‘shaming gaze.’ The paradox here is that, by accepting the pronounce-
ment of shame, they attempt to convince others of their own worth (to win 
their acceptance) at the same time as they validate their shame, and thus inter-
nalise the view that they are unworthy. Psychoanalysts who have observed this 
kind of behaviour in early childhood refer to it as “pathological accommoda-
tion” (Brandchaft 2007: 667–87). In their observations, children whose care-
givers continually fail to acknowledge or validate their emotional experiences 
sense that the attachment bond to their caregiver has become threatened, as 
in the experience of shame. They then attempt to ensure their own emotional 
safety by adjusting “to what is available in their attachment relationship”—
that is, by adopting “the views and feelings of a parent at the expense of [their] 
own self-experience” (Doctors 2017: 47). Complying with shame in adulthood 
similarly involves a degree of self-subjugation, in which we sacrifice our own 
wellbeing to maintain social approval. As Donald Nathanson writes:

It is too simple to say that shame involves a moment of exposure .  .  . that we 
handle by ‘withdrawing in embarrassment.’ [Compliance with] Shame is also 
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the way we let people take advantage of us in order that we avoid the feeling 
of isolation, and the way we escape ‘hurt feelings’ . . .  demean[ing] ourselves 
in order to maintain association with others, ranging from simple deference to 
pathological masochism. (1993: 554)

Accommodating shame can also be an attempt to undermine the sense of pow-
erlessness it evokes within us, insofar as it encourages us to oblige shame’s 
demand that we hide. As Thomason notes, “If we can remove ourselves from 
sight or if we can hide the thing that causes us shame, we can regain a sense 
of power or control” (2018: 118–19). In a similar vein, survivors of sexual 
violence sometimes subconsciously feel ashamed that they are somehow re-
sponsible for what happened to them, not just out of social pressure, but in 
order to feel that they have some agency over what happened (and, crucially, 
whether or not it could happen again). It is important to make clear, however, 
that any ‘power’ we might feel over our shame through compliance is a false 
one. In pathological accommodation, the alleviation of unpleasant feelings is 
often that which result from an avoidance, and therefore an implicit validation, 
of our shame, rather than its dissolution.

The life story of Rahel Varnhagen provides us with a real-world example 
of how one can be compelled to adhere to shame. Jack Danielian and Patricia 
Gianotti observe that “Forsaking the authentic self is easily understood in light 
of the pain one suffers when encountering feelings of shame” (2012: 156). This 
is even more true for victims of structural oppression. Rahel, who is the target 
of the anti-Semitic racism popular within nineteenth-century Berlin, is made 
to feel tremendous shame over her Jewish origins. She does “not forget this 
shame for a single second”; overwhelmed by self-hatred and despair, Rahel 
feels that her “life is a slow bleeding to death” (cited in Arendt 1997: 175, 88). 
In spite of her many efforts, Rahel’s shame isolates her: she finds herself un-
able to form lasting friendships and constantly feels set apart from the world. 
German-Jewish assimilation was appealing to Jews in the nineteenth century 
because it offered to alleviate the effects of their marginalisation. Rahel, like 
many of her Jewish contemporaries, is understandably desperate to gain the 
approval of anti-Semitic high society. Like the pathologically accommodating 
child, she believes that, in order to belong to her community, she must comply 
with the shame they pronounce upon her. In Arendt’s words, “she needed only 
to annihilate herself and her origin, her ‘sensuous’ existence” (1997: 183). 
Accordingly, Rahel seeks to assimilate into German society, to conceal that 
part of herself which is most shameful: her “infamous birth.” She converts 
to Christianity, marrying a Gentile, August Varnhagen, and changing her last 
name (from Levin). Through her compliance, Rahel comes to internalise the 
same views of her own unworthiness held by those who shame her. Now, “An-
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ti-Semitic mores coursed through her body” (Locke 2007: 151). As is often the 
case with shame accommodation, this course of action ultimately fails Rahel.

Since Rahel’s assimilation is focused on accommodating or avoiding her 
shame, rather than redressing it, it fails as a genuine solution. In assimilat-
ing, Rahel attempts to deny aspects of herself, and thus the world, which she 
is in fact powerless to control. Arendt warns us against this form of denial, 
reminding us that should we try to “circumvent unpleasantness,” history will 
always “take its revenge” (cited in Cutting-Gray 1991: 240). This proves true 
for Rahel, whose attempt to avoid her shame through compliance is not ulti-
mately successful but, in fact, only makes things worse. This is unsurprising, 
given that the very character of denial or avoidance is that it does not redress 
issues, but rather unwisely attempts to bypass them. “[W]hether self-delusion 
or erasure of outward signs,” Kimberley Maslin observes, this method “never 
allows an individual to [truly] escape” (2013: 87; see also Cutting-Gray 1991: 
233). Rahel’s form of avoidance, her attempted assimilation, is reminiscent of 
the Heideggerian concept of ‘fallenness,’ which arises out of one’s denial of 
the contingency and inescapability of one’s own ontic situation. In fallenness, 
observes Maslin, one seeks escape from reality into the inauthentic, becom-
ing preoccupied with mundane trivialities such as “idle chatter and material 
objects”—the “everyday mode of taking care of things” (2013: 84). According 
to Heidegger, fallenness constitutes a tragic move away from the search for 
transcendence and authentic selfhood. Rahel’s version of the inauthentic ap-
pears to be her increasing tendency toward narcissistic introspection, in which 
she develops an “exclusively self-referential” and “insatiable preoccupation 
with [her]self” (Maslin 2013: 87; Cutting-Gray 1991: 234). It is clear that 
this introspectiveness is a result of Rahel’s failure to address her shame. As I 
have mentioned, narcissistic tendencies are consistent with shame generally, 
wherein one feels isolated, but also exposed and therefore, in a sense, unique; 
as psychologists know, however, this is especially true of those who deal with 
their shame through avoidance. “Narcissism,” as Michael Lewis said, “is the 
ultimate attempt to avoid shame” (cited in Danielian and Gianotti 2012: 155).

Rahel’s shame compliance is ultimately one of great self-sacrifice—in 
accommodating her shame through assimilation, she ends up validating, and 
therefore intensifying, it. Pathological accommodation “comes at a great cost” 
to the one who initiates it (Doctors 2017: 54). For Rahel, this is because she 
must shame herself in order to comply with the social demands of, and thus 
be accepted by, those who invoke it in the first place. This is most aptly dem-
onstrated by the “double-edged sword of assimilation” with which Rahel is 
eventually forced to reckon (Maslin 2013: 91). This is the inescapable paradox 
that was inherent to German-Jewish assimilation, in which the “Jews could be 
emancipated only if they confessed their inferiority. At the same time, as Jews, 
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they would have to prove how exceptional and human they were” (Leibovici 
2007: 915). And yet, despite all their efforts, their appeal “I am not like them” 
would never be heard; they would never truly belong to the society whose 
acceptance they craved. This is what Arendt means when she writes that “In 
a society on the whole hostile to the Jews . . . it is possible to assimilate only 
by assimilating to anti-Semitism also” (1997: 253, 256). What Rahel fails to 
recognise is that, in attempting to avoid or deny her shame in this way, she 
ends up strengthening its hold over herself. This course of action only serves 
to isolate Rahel further, as the very racial discrimination she sought to escape 
from dominates the world she has desperately tried to become part of, and she 
now feels even more alone in her nonconformism. Thus her “effort to escape 
.  .  . only destines her to existential homelessness and alienation” (Cutting-
Gray 1991: 240). This psychological struggle is compounded by the fact that, 
although Rahel succeeds somewhat in concealing her Jewishness, at least for 
a time, the global reach of her shame means that it can hardly be localised to 
one part of herself. As Arendt writes: “Rahel’s struggle against .  .  . having 
been born a Jew, very rapidly became a struggle against herself.” Not only 
can assimilation offer no solution for this—“she could not very well deny her 
existence”—it only exacerbates her obsession with self-despair (1997: 92). 
This has clear moral consequences too, for Rahel’s insatiable need for intro-
spection leaves her unable to consider the needs of others or to resist her shame 
in a political sense. Rahel herself admits this: “Every step I want to take and 
cannot does not remind me of the general woes of humanity, which I want to 
oppose. Instead I feel my special misfortune still, and double, and tenfold” 
(Arendt 1997: 251). While it is understandable that Rahel chose to respond 
to her shame with compliance, this path unfortunately only strengthened her 
belief in her own unworthiness.

III.2. Anger

If compliance is meant to defend oneself against the onset of shame, then 
it could be said that anger is designed to attack it. Both psychologists and 
philosophers have noted the common trajectory from shame to anger; a phe-
nomenon that Helen Block Lewis has famously labelled “humiliated fury” or 
“shame-rage” (1971: 430). In this case, the person who experiences shame 
reacts with mild to extreme anger, often directed toward others whose actions 
have triggered the onset of shame. Although it may be seen as rather dispa-
rate from compliance, anger can likewise be seen as an attempt to oblige the 
shame-induced desire to escape or to hide, since it masks one’s true feelings 
(Morrison 1996: 12; Hollier 2019: 90). At first blush, it might not seem a logi-
cal way to avoid shame’s painful effects. “If I am worried about how I look to 
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others when I feel shame,” asks Thomason, “then why would I want to look 
even worse in their eyes by doing something aggressive?” (2018: 119). How-
ever, anger represents an appealing emotion to replace shame with because it 
is arguably furthest from the feeling of powerlessness that shame engenders. 
As in shame accommodation, the angry individual is thus attempting to avoid 
the painfulness of their shame: to not only hide it behind another, less embar-
rassing emotion but, crucially, to escape its wrath by momentarily reasserting 
the sense of control felt to be lost in the vulnerability of shame (Nathanson 
1993: 554; Morrison 1996: 7, 12, 198). This sense of control is not only that 
over oneself, but over others—anger often shifts blame onto other people and 
punishes those whose actions are seen to have triggered the shame in the first 
place. Replacing the weakness of shame with the strength of anger, this re-
sponse is often one which aims to “engage the battle rather than risk suffering 
a sense of self-loss” (Doctors 2017: 54). Even if one’s aggression causes ha-
tred or resentment in others, Thomason points out that such reactions at least 
assume the person they are directed at is a moral agent; the ridicule or disgust 
that meets an ashamed person does not (2018: 119–20; see also Spelman 1989: 
266).

While few might hasten to defend the shame-fuelled rage of the privileged, 
many consider anger a necessary tool against shame for targets of oppres-
sion. Anger in response to shame is perhaps most common to white, cisgen-
der men, primarily because their aggression is often culturally rewarded. For 
them, most forms of powerlessness are seen as humiliating, while expressions 
of anger, and sometimes even violence, are socially acceptable. This is why 
“the purpose of [their] violence is to banish shame and replace it with pride” 
(Hollier 2019: 89). The extreme violence against women and others that this 
so often leads to is clearly morally indefensible. But anger can also be utilised 
against shame by targets of oppression. As Tessman observes, anger is com-
monly championed as a virtue essential to the act of political resistance. Here, 
it is seen to not only provide a powerful motivation for activism, but to most 
effectively resist one’s unjust subordination to privileged others. Unlike that 
of perpetrators, the anger of victims or survivors is an act of rebellion because 
it “marks oneself as the [oppressor’s] equal, as someone to be respected as a 
moral agent” (2005: 120; see also Peterie et al. 2019: 796). Historically, it has 
widely been considered unacceptable for oppressed groups to have a voice 
at all, let alone one as critical and demanding as that of anger (Perlow 2018: 
103–04). Since shame is often used to oppress marginalised groups, it seems 
to follow that this act of insubordination would be useful against it. How-
ever, when anger alone is used to respond to shame—even oppression-based 
shame—it carries with it several concerns.
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Even within political resistance movements, it seems unlikely that anger 
on its own can be successfully deployed to address or dispel shame. The most 
basic concern against using anger relates to the effectiveness of its mobilisa-
tion: it is notoriously difficult to determine or to control the degree to which 
one is, or should be, angry; it is also very easily mistargeted (Tessman 2005: 
119–22). Even if these variables could be effectively managed, untempered 
anger usually carries a burden for its bearer in that it can be corrosive to their 
wellbeing. Often, “anger too is a form of suffering. . . . [It] generates a hard-
ness in the heart, general restlessness, and all the associated disadvantages 
of a cruel mind” (Yeshe and Rinpoche, cited in Stabile 2012: 169). Although 
anger is often considered preferable to passivity in the face of oppression, 
Tessman argues that this does not necessarily make it praiseworthy in itself—
in her view, it would still “unlikely be a part of the good life that liberatory 
movements are trying to enable” (2005: 124; see also Grier and Cobbs 1968: 
209–10). Anger can also be psychologically burdensome for those it is direct-
ed against. While in some cases this could be seen as warranted (see Spelman 
1989: 266), when anger alone is used to deal with shame, it often involves 
shaming others. As John Deigh writes, citing Nussbaum: the “fragile ego . . . 
finds affirmation of its own precarious sense of worth in the humiliation and 
dehumanisation of others” (2006: 411). A further shortcoming of using anger 
as one’s only response to shame is that this rarely succeeds in addressing or 
dispelling shame.

The case study offered by Melvin Lansky in his chapter “Murder of a 
Spouse: A Family Systems Viewpoint” offers a real-life example of how anger 
can manifest as a response to shame. Lansky’s psychiatric evaluation centres 
around a couple, Mr and Mrs C, and their baby, who are conjointly interviewed 
after Mr C has presented at the hospital during a “nervous breakdown,” admit-
ting to a history of depression and severe physical abuse against his spouse, 
Mrs C (1992: 184). As is clear from the chapter’s title, Mr C’s violence even-
tually escalates to disastrous heights—after months of “threatening his wife 
with guns, knives, and blunt weapons .  .  . [as well as] actual violence,” he 
finally murders her, only six weeks after the interview. That the husband’s 
violence originates in unchecked feelings of great inadequacy is evidenced 
by the interview script. In this sense, Mr C fits the profile of most domestic 
homicide perpetrators, whose lives are “steeped in shame—particularly [that 
of] compromised masculinity” (Websdale, cited in Hollier 2019: 84). This ap-
pears to stem partly from his traumatic upbringing—his father was a “stern 
disciplinarian” who abused both him and his mother—and from his perceived 
inferiority as a man who is unable to “keep up with [his wife] academically, 
vocationally, or sexually” (Lansky 1992: 181, 192). Mrs C appears to not only 
have difficulty empathising with his troubled past; she also overtly shames 
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him several times during the interview (183, 184, 188). Lansky’s psychiatric 
explanation of their dynamic is thus: “overt shaming restor[ed] the narcissistic 
equilibrium of one spouse (Mrs C) but capsiz[ed] that of the other (Mr C), 
who, in turn, reestablished his feeling of narcissistic intactness by violent acts. 
His unacknowledged shame turned to rage, then to violence” (191). The fact 
that Mr C had planned to suicide after murdering Mrs C is testament to his lack 
of self-worth.

Like pathological accommodation, anger often constitutes a form of shame 
avoidance which ultimately validates the original pronouncement of shame. If 
one fails to explicitly acknowledge or address one’s shame, the sense of relief 
provided by anger is usually short-lived—for, as Nathanson reminds us, “no 
one can really avoid shame successfully” (1992: 359). The example of Mr C 
attests to this. While an act of violence momentarily “provide[s] him with an 
opportunity to reverse and triumph over his basic sense of shame,” he is unable 
to recognise this weakness; indeed, “consider[ing] the sources of his vulnera-
bility frightens [him]” (Lansky 1992: 193, 187). It is easier for him to be angry, 
even violent, than to be hurt. Mr C’s shame-induced rage hides a deeper truth: 
that at the heart of his struggle lies a basic vulnerability, his unfulfilled desire 
for love and belonging. Inside, he is “weak and .  .  . relentlessly attache[d]” 
to others from whom he craves acceptance (191). Despite the dominance he 
may exert over Mrs C in his violence, in reality he is far from powerful. By 
not only acting from a place of unacknowledged shame, but obliging with its 
demands to hide or escape, his anger does little to assuage his shame—in-
stead, it ends up implicitly validating it. In failing to overcome this inability 
to realise his self-worth and to subsequently embrace his vulnerabilities, Mr C 
effectively allows shame to rule his actions. The avoidant, violent behaviour 
that results does not just have disastrous consequences for him, the bearer of 
shame: the collateral damage is the life of his spouse and the wellbeing of their 
four-month-old baby. I will now turn to an alternative way of responding to 
shame—the practice of emotional vulnerability.

III.3. The Practice of Emotional Vulnerability

Emotional vulnerability is characterised here as a conscious attempt to redress 
one’s shame by openly acknowledging the emotion, and thus embracing the 
vulnerability underlying it. As historian Peter N. Stearns observes, the notion 
of “speaking shame” is one increasingly favoured by psychologists (2017: 
105–07). Unlike the previous two responses to shame, this approach delib-
erately rebels against the demands of shame that one conceal oneself (and, 
often, one’s shame) from the world. Instead, it involves embracing the very as-
pect of ourselves which allowed us to experience shame in the first place, and 
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of which we are consequently most ashamed: our fundamental, inescapable 
vulnerability. This “defiant appropriation” of one’s vulnerability effectively 
invalidates the pronouncement of shame (Burrus 2011: 151). This is because 
shame is affirmed through our concealment of ourselves, in which we act out 
the belief that our unfulfilled need for acceptance reveals us to be unworthy 
of love (Morrison 1996: 112; Brown 2010: 40; Danielian and Gianotti 2012: 
182; Stearns 2017: 106). To openly speak the need for love at the heart of 
one’s shame, on the other hand, is to assert contra shame that one is worthy of 
social recognition; that despite character flaws, social abnormalities, or even 
past transgressions, the judgement of shame is ultimately invalid. As Virginia 
Burrus writes, embracing one’s mark of shame is an act of rebellion that “both 
contests shaming—shames shame—and renders it unexpectedly productive, 
for the stigma opens the site of a yet-to-be-defined identity” (2011: 151). Giv-
en its tendency toward openness, I would argue that this ‘new’ identity is likely 
to be closer to one’s authentic self—the realisation of which is often obstructed 
in shame.

The emotional vulnerability at the heart of shame cannot be ‘overcome’ in 
any authentic sense—it is an inescapable and highly necessary aspect of hu-
man intimacy. When it refers to emotionality, the term ‘vulnerability’ describes 
that which is susceptible to emotional damage, pain, or loss.10 Culturally, we 
often perceive this susceptibility to be directly equated with weakness and, 
consequently, to be undesirable and even pitiable. This is unsurprising, given 
patriarchal preoccupations with dominance and mastery which privilege ratio-
nality over emotionality (see Fineman 2008: 8; Drichel 2013: 5; Butler 2016: 
26). It also appears to derive from fears over the uncertainty of harm which is 
inherent to the state of vulnerability (Brown 2012: 30; Gilson 2014: 146). The 
resulting association between emotional vulnerability and weakness, however, 
is problematic. As Nussbaum reminds us, “mastery never really works” (2004: 
194). Firstly, upholding emotional invulnerability as superior overlooks the 
fact that, as humans, we are necessarily inherently vulnerable. We constantly 
depend on others to fulfil our social and emotional needs—when these needs 
fail to be met, we suffer; and even when they are met, we cannot guarantee this 
will last. “Vulnerability,” as Brenè Brown says, “is the core of all emotions 
and feelings” (2012: 30). Secondly, viewing emotional exposure as weakness 
also neglects the fact that vulnerability is essential to fulfilling our need for 
intimacy. Hiding oneself in an attempt to avoid feelings like shame comes at 
an emotional cost: it insulates one from being truly seen—and therefore, loved 
and accepted. As Burrus writes, “One who seeks, however vainly, the impen-
etrable cloak of total privacy cannot be known any more than [they] can be 

10.	 See the second entry on ‘vulnerability’ in the Oxford English Dictionary. See also Macken-
zie, Rogers, and Dodds 2014: 20; Oliver 2015: 479.
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shamed” (2011: 152). Addressing one’s shame through emotional vulnerabil-
ity is therefore not only conducive to the intimacy that the ashamed individual 
craves; it is also necessary to self-knowledge. “Repressed shame must be ex-
perienced,” writes Robert Karen, “if we are to know ourselves more fully . . . 
to come to terms with the good, the bad, and the unique of what we are” (1992: 
55). In this sense, a move away from shame is one toward greater authentic-
ity; an increased understanding and acknowledgement of one’s ‘true’ self. For 
Stolorow, this is “a shift from a preoccupation with how one is seen by others 
to a pursuit of what really matters to one as an individual” (2011: 286, my 
emphasis); for Morrison, “a new willingness to be observed as we are instead 
of as we would like to be” (1996: 112). The importance of self-authenticity in 
the face of shame is emphasised perhaps nowhere as much as in the work of 
psychiatrist and Holocaust survivor Victor Frankl.

Frankl’s book, Man’s Search for Meaning, offers one example of how the 
practice of emotional vulnerability can aid in redressing shame. As a psychi-
atrist, Frankl advocated a form of psychotherapy called logotherapy, which 
unlike traditional psychoanalysis does not view human fulfilment as being 
achieved through the mere gratification of the senses or the reconciliation be-
tween id, ego, and superego. Instead, it is primarily concerned with the hu-
man fulfilment of meaning—“not the meaning of life in general but rather 
the specific meaning of a person’s life at a given moment” (2004: 113). It was 
this pursuit of personal meaning that Frankl believed could bear “witness to 
the uniquely human potential . . . to transform a personal tragedy”—even that 
as horrific as imprisonment in the Nazi camps—“into a [personal] triumph” 
(116). As this harrowing passage, set on the long march to the camp work site 
one morning, illustrates:

[W]e stumbled on for miles, slipping on icy spots, supporting each other time 
and again, dragging one another up and onward, nothing was said, but we both 
knew: each of us was thinking of his wife. Occasionally I looked at the sky, 
where the stars were beginning to spread behind a dark bank of clouds. But my 
mind clung to my wife’s image . . . then more luminous than the sun which was 
beginning to rise.

A thought transfixed me: for the first time in my life I saw the truth. .  .  . The 
truth—that love is the ultimate and the highest goal to which [humans] can aspire 
(48–49).

Frankl’s pursuit of meaning embodies the practice of emotional vulnerabil-
ity because it involves rejecting feelings like shame through the affirmation 
of both personal meaning and self-worth. Among the immense psychological 
difficulties faced by Holocaust survivors was the commonly-identified phe-
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nomenon of ‘survivor shame’11 which they sometimes experienced on account 
of being “alive in the place of another, at the expense of another” (Levi 2013: 
87; see also Bettelheim 1980: 297–98). By imploring his fellow prisoners “to 
realize that life was still expecting something from them; something . . . [that] 
could not be done by anyone else,” (2004: 87) Frankl hoped to imbue their 
lives with a sense of purpose and, therefore, greater self-worth. Here, the em-
phasis was on dignity rather than shame. In reality, he writes, “there was no 
need to be ashamed of tears, for tears bore witness that a man had the greatest 
of courage, the courage to suffer” (86). It was this approach which Frankl saw 
as the best psychological aid against the prisoner’s extreme circumstances, 
giving them some semblance of agency in an otherwise powerless position.

Given its association with weakness, emotional vulnerability has tradition-
ally been constructed in opposition to agency—when it is mobilised against 
shame, however, I would argue that the contrary is true. Firstly, since it active-
ly resists the pronouncement of shame, this response increases one’s sense of 
self-worth and, therefore, one’s independence. “In shame,” Stolorow reminds 
us, “we are held hostage by the eyes of others; we belong, not to ourselves, but 
to them” (2011: 286). In this sense, practicing emotional vulnerability against 
shame does not actually undermine one’s moral agency, as might be expected; 
rather, it increases it. This response assumes a greater responsibility for one’s 
own healing than avoidance-based responses, and in this sense promotes emo-
tional independence. Secondly, this response to shame entails a kind of sub-
jecthood insofar as it represents an act of subversion. This is not only in the 
psychological sense of rebelling against shame itself; by deliberately embrac-
ing that which is (wrongly) seen as weak, and therefore shameful, emotional 
vulnerability also subverts arbitrary cultural norms. Burrus encapsulates this 
perfectly when she writes that the appropriation of one’s “mark of shame . . . 
manifests as a turning or conversion within shame, whereby the subject per-
forms .  .  . the fragility of dignity as well as the dignity of fragility” (2011: 
150–51). In any case, the need for intimacy can hardly be incompatible with 
moral agency in the sense that it is a need shared by almost all human beings. 
Frantz Fanon, for example, has argued that loving restores the agency of the 
oppressed subject because it returns them, in Kelly Oliver’s words, “to the 
world of subjectivity and humanity” (2001: 42–43, my emphasis). It is impor-
tant to note here, as Oliver does, that any attempt to ground human subjectivity 
in this notion of vulnerability would do well to remember that, given social 
and political hierarchies, some are more vulnerable than others (2015: 474–75, 
478). Indeed, even in the practice of emotional vulnerability, external impinge-

11.	 Also termed ‘survivor guilt’—as Ruth Leys (2007: 20) notes, some survivors such as Levi 
use the two terms interchangeably, although following the standard distinction this concept 
is more consistent with shame than guilt.



Madeleine Shield536

ments upon one’s freedoms remain; and for particular groups these limitations 
are immense. Frankl’s experiences in the camps attest to this in a unique sense. 
Although he claims that finding meaning in one’s life offers one a sense of 
freedom, he is clear about its physical limitations. Far from “suggest[ing] that 
those who died were not strong enough to bear camp conditions, while the 
key to survival was maintaining a sense of destiny,” as Timothy Pytell (2003: 
102) has very narrowly concluded,12 Frankl’s work emphasises that the liberty 
one finds in embracing vulnerability “is not freedom from conditions, but it is 
freedom to take a stand toward the conditions” (2004: 132). This considered, 
Frankl’s approach wisely prescribes embracing, rather than avoiding, one’s 
deepest vulnerabilities, in order that one might finally liberate oneself from at 
least the shackles of shame.

IV. Conclusion

Shame is an inherently intersubjective emotion; one which, upon closer analy-
sis, reflects the deeper emotional pain of failing to be loved or recognised. The 
moral question of shame’s deserved place within our cultural landscape is an 
important one, not least because shame is spread disproportionately in its use 
as a tool of oppression against marginalised groups. Given the fact that the 
global nature of shame encompasses acts or parts of oneself for which one is 
not morally guilty, I have argued that non-oppressive shaming practices have 
more in common with oppression-based shaming than we might think. In fact, 
taking into account the moral and psychological damage caused by shame re-
veals the difficulty of morally justifying shaming practices at all. Under an eu-
daemonistic framework, the mental trauma that is often inflicted by shame can 
be considered immoral: it greatly impedes a person’s ability to act virtuously 
toward others and, therefore, to ever truly flourish. Furthermore, shame is un-
likely to promote genuinely moral behaviour because it motivates us through 
fear, rather than conscience; its influence on behaviour therefore only ever oc-
curs in a regulatory, rather than a constitutive, sense.

Although relatively unexplored by philosophers, the question of how one 
responds to shame is an important moral consideration. Given my doubts over 
the moral permissibility of shaming in general, I have argued that a response 
which might successfully redress one’s shame is morally preferable. As I have 
explored, attempts to deal with shame which are avoidance-based, such as 
compliance and anger, appear to be overwhelmingly unsuccessful. Both the 
failed German-Jewish assimilation of Rahel Varnhagen and the shame-fuelled 
homicide of Mr C demonstrate how concealing one’s authentic self because 
one is ashamed often allows only momentary, superficial relief from the emo-
12.	 This criticism of Frankl’s work also appears in Lawrence Langer (1982: 24).
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tion’s painful effects. On a deeper level, these approaches can also serve to val-
idate the pronouncement of shame, and to thereby perpetuate it. The practice 
of emotional vulnerability, embodied by Frankl’s logotherapy, is my proposed 
alternative—this response to shame seems capable of successfully addressing 
shame and resisting its demands for concealment. Through openness, this ap-
proach embraces, rather than denigrates, the vulnerable need for love which 
lies at the heart of shame, encouraging the pursuit of authenticity and personal 
meaning. Ultimately, it is this course of action which I find to be morally pref-
erable—that which can guide us away from shame, and towards love.
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