






























































The bodily responses to shame are universally known to be a diverting down of the eyes, a slumping to the
side of the head as the muscles of the neck go limp, and sometimes the appearance of a blush. The pictures that
follow are also courtesy of Don Nathanson. The baby on the left is unknown to me but appears to be less than
six months old and shows clearly that the affect shame-humiliation is present from an early age. About the
picture on the right, Nathanson says in Shame and Pride page 135: “Here shame interferes with this baby’s
ability to remain interested in the toy. Was the kiss intended to pull the baby out of its slump, or was it the
trigger for shame-humiliation?”’
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In chapter 5, I utilized Nathanson’s Compass of Shame formulation to address defenses against shame that
make it virtually invisible to us. For now, I want to encourage you to challenge your current way of perceiving
shame by presenting three examples of situations in which there is a triggering of innate shame. On reflection,
I think you will agree that in each example no one has done anything to be “ashamed of.” The first example is
one used by Tomkins in 4/C Vol. Il page 123 and paraphrased by Nathanson in Shame and Pride page 134 as
follows:

“Recall, asks Tomkins, all those times you have seen an old friend at a distance and waved vigorously to
get his or her attention. When that other person gives us the smiling face of recognition, we are rewarded by a
surge of pleasure. But occasionally it turns out that we had hailed a stranger, having been fooled by an
unexpected resemblance.

The moment we recognize our error something surprising happens to us. Although one might think all we
need do is maintain our composure, nod politely, and ask this person to excuse the intrusion, before we can get
the words out of our mouths something else has taken place. As soon as we have seen the face of the other
person our own head droops. Our eyes are cast down, and, blushing, we become briefly incapable of speech.
Sometimes a hand goes unbidden to the mouth as if to prevent further communication, and we feel a surge of
confusion.”

Here is how affect psychologists view this situation: if the person had been our old friend, there would
have been a lovely flow of positive affect between us. There would have been interest in the other person’s life
and along with their interest in ours; enjoyment at learning the new things happening for each, and positive
feelings of shared memories would have created an enjoyable few moments together. However, the instant of
awareness that we do not know this person acts as an impediment to all the anticipated positive affect and
shame is triggered as evidenced by the drooping of the head, the eyes being diverted, and the blushing,
bumbling attempt at speech. I think you can agree that this is a situation where no one did anything shameful
or to be ashamed of. Someone has simply made an honest mistake. No one has committed a serious social faux
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pas. In fact, it would have been more socially inappropriate or “shameful” to ignore someone we thought to be
an old friend.

The reaction of the person who came at our summons is also noteworthy. They too cast their eyes to the
side, head drooping in an obvious moment of shame at the instant of awareness we do not know one another.
Has this person done anything socially inappropriate for which they should feel shame? No. In fact, it would
have been a social faux pas (shameful behavior) if they had ignored our summons, walking away rather than
approaching a smiling person signaling them. The reason this person has shame triggered is that, thinking they
were being summoned by somebody they might know, they too had their interest peeked but then that interest
was also blocked at the moment of clear awareness that we are strangers.

Neither person in this imagined scenario has any reason to feel ashamed of their actions. Instead, both have
simply had an experience of the impedance of a potentially positive interaction. Most of us have probably been
in such a situation and recognize that the mild intensity of the shame triggered we would be inclined to refer to
as embarrassment, an embarrassment we might well chuckle at later in the day, amazed that the stranger
looked so much like one of our friends. In other words, the shame triggered by the event would be no big deal.
Instead, it is simply information from a normally functioning affect system that there is a blocking of positive
affect—something we want to have and to have more of.

My second example of an impediment to positive affect triggering shame, that perhaps even more
undeniably has nothing to do with someone committing a shameful act, is about a scene familiar to all who
have observed small children. As mentioned earlier, novelty is the primary stimulus condition for triggering
the affect interest-excitement. No one lives with more novelty than the very young. After they begin to
develop a relationship with their caregivers, they have a very natural interest in people. At some point, all
normal kids develop a reaction called "stranger anxiety.” Conventional knowledge has been calling it that for
years. One manifestation of this occurs when a toddler, brimming with interest, approaches a person but
suddenly becomes aware that this is someone unfamiliar. The toddler turns away, heading back to mommy or
daddy to perhaps grab a leg and bury their head in the safe place. Since my introduction to affect psychology, I
have been studying such reactions from a new perspective. I hope you will do the same. Look carefully at the
child. He or she has not just buried their head in mommy’s leg, the head droops as well, and the eyes are
diverted away from the stranger. If you look very carefully at the right moment, you will even see a blush on
the face of the child, making it even more obvious that he or she is feeling shame. The caregiver might even
say, “She’s going through a shy period right now.”

I cannot imagine anyone who would argue the case that the child has done something to be ashamed of, or,
for that matter, that such a young child even knows yet what it means to be ashamed. So why does he have
shame? Again, this is a situation where the stimulus condition is that of impediment to positive affect. The fact
that she did not recognize the stranger acts as a blockage, or diminishing of the child's very great interest in
people. Furthermore, s/he does not yet have in place scripts for dealing with strangers. After awhile, when an
“I know what to do with a stranger” script is present, the child might well engage the new person in active play
or conversation and have a very positive experience.

The child’s shame reaction is another example that from birth we are “hard-wired” to feel bad when
something happens to prevent ongoing interest or enjoyment. I think you would agree that this is very useful
information for us to have available, even if it does not feel good. It is somewhat ironic that in order to be
aware that we are missing something that feels good we have to feel bad, but it makes sense when you think
about it. Would we pay attention to the thing that was feeling good initially but then experienced a blockage or
some impediment if the feeling that replaced it was another good feeling? I do not think so. Evolution has
provided us with a very effective mechanism. I like to think of the problems caused by shame—and there are

" Anxiety is another overly general term that can refer to one or more different affects. At times it is used to refer to fear,
at others distress or shame. Affect psychologists dislike the term anxiety because it is so lacking in specificity that its use
causes a great deal of misunderstanding in research and interpersonal communication.
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many—as side effects of its function just as the many problems caused by our immune system such as
allergies, lupus, or rheumatoid arthritis are side effects of its function gone awry.

The third example of a situation involving the triggering of shame, but no one has done anything shameful,
involves two lovers. Imagine for a moment one especially beautiful day in spring that finds one of the lovers in
a romantic mood, experiencing sexual interest-excitement at the thought of an evening’s tryst. When the lovers
finally meet at the end of the day, the first lover rushes to the other to declare the desire for an evening filled
with sexual pleasure. The other lover admits to having felt the same sexual feelings earlier in the day but adds
that for the last hour or two s/he has had chills and nausea. As the first lover peers carefully into the face of the
beloved, it is clear from the pale, washed out visage that there is absolutely not going to be any sexual activity
that night, the beloved has the flu. Along with this realization comes a brief moment of a negative feeling in
the first lover who might describe it as a feeling of rejection, even though the second lover has done nothing of
the sort. This feeling is the result of the triggering of shame because the one lover’s flu is an impediment to the
other lover’s sexual interest-excitement. (Feelings of rejection represent another aspect of the before
mentioned “family of emotions” that originate from shame affect. In interpersonal interactions, shame is the
building block from which not only rejection grows, but also feelings of distance or isolation from the other as
well as feeling hurt by the other.)

In the case of our lovers, there was no actual rejection by the sick lover, nor did the feeling of rejection
stem from any sexual hang-up. It was simply a matter of the new, unexpected information acting as an
impediment to positive affect triggering shame. For true lovers the moment would quickly pass. Interest in the
well-being of the other, and perhaps the preparation of a large pot of chicken soup, would rapid replace the
sexual interest-excitement of the first lover. Any feelings of rejection would be gone and all but forgotten,
leading to no future repercussions. Perhaps the two would even have a good laugh later on about what a great
evening it would have been if only the flu had not intervened.

I suspect that the three examples above have not fully convinced you that shame is more than just feeling
ashamed. If your interest in learning more about shame and the shame family of emotions has been stimulated,
I again suggest you read Nathanson’s in depth exploration of the topic in Shame and Pride. It is my hope that
you have at least begun to consider that shame is an innate biological mechanism to make us aware of the
blocking of good feelings. It seems only logical that we would have evolved a mechanism to serve this
function. Without the information that something is blocking our interest or enjoyment, we would be unable to
either achieve or maintain a healthy balance between positive and negative emotion.
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PARTIAL SUMMARY OF AFFECT SYSTEM FUNCTION

1) Part of normal brain function evolved to reduce stimulus confusion.

2) Nothing becomes conscious without the triggering of an affect first.

3) A specific stimulus condition or pattern triggers each affect.

4) Affect is information about stimulus conditions.

5) Positive affect is inherently rewarding, negative affect inherently punishing.

6) The NINE innate affects are:

POSITIVE NEUTRAL NEGATIVE

FEAR-TERROR

INTEREST-EXCITEMENT DISTRESS-ANGUISH
ANGER-RAGE

SURPRISE-STARTLE

DISGUST

ENJOYMENT-JOY DISSMELL

SHAME-HUMILIATION

CENTRAL BLUEPRINT FOR MOTIVATION

One very important feature of having an affect system with inherently rewarding and punishing affects,
combined with our capacity to analyze things, our ability to remember things and our ability to create mental
(not visual) images of what we want is that our brain has evolved a blueprint for motivation. This blueprint
contains four rules that work together like four sections in an orchestra, one sometimes more prominent than
the others, depending on circumstances, but all always playing. They are:

1)
2)
3)
4)

Positive affect should be maximized,

Negative affect should be minimized,

Affect inhibition should be minimized,

The power to maximize positive affect, to minimize negative affect, to minimize the inhibition of
affect should be maximized.
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