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It all means nothing at all, and howling for his milky mum, for her cawl and buttermilk and cowbreath and welshcakes and the fat birth-smelling bed and moonlit kitchen of her arms, he’ll never forget as he paddles blind home through the weeping end of the world.

—Dylan Thomas, Under Milkwood
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Shame in Everyday Life



She took of its fruit, and did eat, and gave also unto her husband with her and he did eat. And the eyes of both of them were opened, and they felt that they were naked.



Emotions, our own and those of others, affect us during every waking moment. It is difficult to construct a sentence or to look at a person without feeling some emotion. While there are many glib references in popular books to the importance of getting in touch with our feelings, we really know little about feelings. Recently, following up the pioneering work of Darwin, systematic research on emotional development, individual differences in the expression of emotions, and the impact of emotions on social behavior has begun. However, progress has been slow and difficult. The primary concern of academic psychologists in the last three decades has been cognition. No doubt, the computer as model is partly to blame. The primary concern of psychiatrists has been clinical problems and, increasingly, their biological substrates. But the study of emotions for their own sake is vital if we are to understand human motivation and behavior. 

We all recognize the opening quotation as part of the biblical story of creation, and specifically as the Genesis version of the origins of shame. Shame is one of the quintessential human emotions. It affects all our feelings about ourselves, and all our dealings with others. But what is shame, when and how does it occur, how does it develop, and do men and women differ in their shame feelings? A few psychoanalysts have speculated about these questions over the years, but psychologists and psychiatrists have begun to explore them more systematically only in the last decade.1

The general lack of attention to shame does not reflect its esoteric nature. Shame touches on many themes in contemporary psychological thought. Shame is related to guilt, pride, and hubris, all of which also require self-awareness. Shame bears on narcissism; indeed, the narcissistic personality is the personality of the shamed. Shame underlies many of our relationships with others: marriages, for example, are often environments of shame. 

I believe that the species-specific feeling of shame is central in our lives. Shame, more than sex or aggression, is responsible for controlling our psychic course. Shame guides us into depression or antisocial behavior. Our internal struggles are not battles between instincts and reality, but conflicts that typically involve the understanding and negotiating of shame, its elicitors, and its frequency. 

Consider a married couple. The husband asks the wife, “So when are you going to go on that diet you keep talking about?” Or consider a professor who comments to a student, “I found much that was good in your paper, but I thought your argument went seriously astray.” In both of these everyday exchanges, the speaker causes the listener to feel shame. Shame can be defined simply as the feeling we have when we evaluate our actions, feelings, or behavior, and conclude that we have done wrong. It encompasses the whole of ourselves; it generates a wish to hide, to disappear, or even to die. 

Responses to shame can be varied: anger, depression, or withdrawal. The wife, criticized, becomes angry; the student, criticized, becomes embarrassed, loses confidence, and vows to avoid taking courses given by that professor. Cultural differences, past and present, can be viewed as differences in the ways in which shame and self-consciousness are experienced and addressed. Recent “theorists of narcissism,” those who have informed us of the possibilities of self-actualization and personal freedom, have focused us on ourselves; this focus is associated with an increase in shame. Narcissism is the ultimate attempt to avoid shame. 

Shame has an impact on diverse human phenomena, from the level of the individual to that of culture and society. The conflict between self-actualization versus commitment to community involves shame, as well as anxiety. To understand shame is, in some sense, to understand human nature. 


Shame Is Everywhere


Let us consider a few examples that demonstrate shame’s ubiquity and its chameleon nature.

Angry Donald

I am in an observation room in my laboratory, watching a mother playing with her 3-year-old son. I have asked her to teach the child a game called the Hanoi puzzle, which involves moving doughnut-shaped circles from one stick to another. It cannot be solved by a three year old, but the mother does not know this. 

She begins by showing her child how to perform the task. “Look,” she says, “take this doughnut and move it from here to there.” The child complies. “Very good, Donald, you’re a good boy.” “Now,” she says, “take the second doughnut and put it on this one.” The child does as she requests. She slowly goes through each step of the task as the child watches intently. Although she occasionally smiles, her face is usually serious. She often praises the child, using such comments as “Good boy, you’re really smart.” Now she rearranges the puzzle and presents it to the child to solve by himself.* She starts the timer, which I have given her, “to clock her child’s speed in solving the puzzle.” The child puts the first piece on the wrong shaft, smiles, and looks up at his mother, who now yells, “No, no, no! What is wrong with you?” Our cameras focus on her face, with its nose raised and nostrils flared. I know that I will later score her expression as a look of contempt and disgust. The child looks confused by his mother’s reaction and then turns back to the task. But now his body is hunched, his smile is gone, and he no longer appears interested in the puzzle. His mother insists that he go on. He reaches for a ring and throws it across the room. 

The mother’s expression of disgust has shamed the child, who has responded with what Helen Block Lewis called “humiliated fury.” 

Paul’s Public Performance

I am sitting in a high school auditorium next to the father of a friend of my daughter. Both of our children perform with the school orchestra; my daughter plays the violin, her friend Paul, the oboe. We are parents, admiring our children’s performance and skill. Paul has a solo piece, and he stands up to play. But something is wrong: perhaps suffering from stage fright, he seems to have forgotten the opening passage of his solo. After what seems to be an interminable delay, but in truth just long seconds, Paul finally begins to play. When Paul finishes I look at his father and say, “Once he got it, he played really well.” I notice that Paul’s father is   blushing, and that the blush extends from his face to below his collar. He does not look back at me, but does manage a faint smile. At the end of the concert, he quickly gets up and leaves. He does not stick around to mingle with the other parents. 

Paul’s father had been shamed. Like many of us, he had experienced shame, not because of some action of his own, but because he was associated with someone else who had failed. 

Sol’s and Rita’s Self-Concern

I always have a private conversation with each student in my seminar to review their papers. Sol, a first-year graduate student, had come to the university with good recommendations. His undergraduate professors judged him to be bright and conscientious, although one noted that Sol had trouble accepting criticism. His paper was ambitious, and demonstrated considerable effort, but it was marred by some problems I wanted to discuss with Sol so that he could make it better. Knowing Sol’s sensitivity to criticism, I started by saying I had really enjoyed his paper and thought he had done a fine job. He smiled brightly and thanked me. I went on to say that I thought he had covered the literature well and, in fact, had demonstrated real understanding of the problem. Again he beamed at me. He seemed happy with himself and very pleased by my comments. I then brought up what I thought was a logical error in his paper. “Sol,” I said, “while I enjoyed the paper, and thought you did a good job, your analysis of sex differences in the socialization of emotion was not well developed.” Sol’s face dropped. He tightened his hands around the arms of the chair, almost forcing himself to sit upright. “Professor,” he started to say, “I don’t think you’re correct… .” He never finished the phrase. He seemed unable to go on with our conversation. I tried again. “Sol, I really liked the paper, and I think that overall you have done a fine job.” Again, he seemed to brighten. Seeing him relax, I thought I would try again. “Sol, I think your analysis needs more work. You have not developed the role of sex differences in socialization.” Once again, Sol tensed. This time he turned toward me. He appeared angry and his voice was loud and intense as he said “I just did what you told us to do in class.” I thought of arguing with him, but I could see that it would do no good. I handed him the paper and told him that I would like him to make the corrections indicated and then return it to me. Sol never corrected the paper and, in fact, he let his B grade stand. Sol was shamed by my disapproval, and did not want to risk more disapproval and further shame by resubmitting his paper to my judgment.

I had a similar experience with Rita. Her paper appeared hastily done: she had not reviewed the literature, and had not even bothered to proofread her work, which was poorly typed and full of spelling errors. Rita was a good student, so I was surprised by her poor job. When she entered the room and sat down, she appeared tense and worried. “Rita,” I said, “this paper is missing references and is poorly typed.” I paused, because I recognized that Rita was going to cry. She turned to me, wiping her eyes, and said, “Dr. Lewis, why don’t you like me?” I responded, “Rita, I do like you. I am not talking about you, I am talking about one paper that you have done.” She burst into tears, and many minutes passed before she could compose herself enough to leave. 

Sol and Rita had both interpreted my negative comments as criticism of them as people, not as criticism of their work. The two were ashamed in my presence because they confused their roles as my students with their identities as individuals. 

Minority Status and Billy’s Anger

Some time ago, I was working with a young Hispanic man who had been arrested after a confrontation with a policeman. He had been innocently sitting on the steps of his apartment house with several other boys when a police car stopped in front of them. One policeman asked, “What are you doing here?” He responded, “I’m waiting for a friend.” The policeman did not reply, but got out of the car and walked toward him, accompanied by another officer. Billy heard one policeman say, “These Spies are all the same.” Angered by this ethnic slur, Billy stood up to the policeman who had uttered the statement, and said, rather tamely, “You shouldn’t say that. It’s not a very nice thing to say.” The policeman repeated his ethnic slur. Billy kept quiet, and the policemen returned to their patrol car and drove away. Billy next remembered kicking over a large number of garbage cans and scattering them across the street. The police soon returned and arrested him. 

Billy was shamed by the policeman’s ethnic slur and his inability to do anything about it. As he told me later, “Doctor, I felt so helpless, I felt so bad. The only way I felt I could feel better was to go and kick those garbage cans over.” In this case, Billy’s shame at not being able to defend his ethnic origin resulted in antisocial behavior.

The Teasing of David

David, a 16 year old, was so unhappy that his parents feared he was suffering from depression. They sent him to me for treatment. After a visit or two, during which he told me about his life, David described his home situation. David’s family lives in a small apartment. He had started to masturbate, and to guarantee privacy, he used his time in the shower to do so. Four days earlier, David had been showering and masturbating when his father banged loudly on the door and said, “You have been in there over half an hour. Will you stop playing with yourself and get out of the shower!” David said to me, “I was so angry at what he said, but worse, I was so ashamed. I didn’t feel like ever coming out of the bathroom.” 

I listened quietly and asked him if he could recall any other situations in which he felt this way. He answered, “I always feel this way.” I asked why. He responded, “My father is one of the world’s worst teasers.” I asked him, “What do you mean, a teaser?” David replied, “He’s always doing that kind of thing. Whenever there is anyone around, he is always saying things like that to me. I can remember when I was talking to a girl who lives next door, who’s about my age. When I came back into the house, my dad said, ‘David’s got a girlfriend’ in a sing-songy voice. My mother and older sister smiled, and I felt absolutely terrible.” 

On the receiving end of his father’s jokes, David is continually humiliated by him in public. He is ashamed. David is the victim of a shaming environment. 

Dyadic Shame Games

A couple, who had been married for some years but who appeared to be having a rough time getting along in their marriage, came to me for help. The wife said, “Doctor, I don’t think I can stand it any longer. He is always criticizing me. Everything I do is wrong. I don’7 feel there is anything I can do to please him.” She continued in a similar vein for a few moments. I turned toward the husband to give him his turn to complain. “Doctor,” he said, “I don’t know what is wrong with her. Half of the time she is depressed, the other half of the time she is furious with me. I don’t know what it is that I am doing. Just last night, for example, I said to her, ‘Why did you use this old tablecloth, it’s threadbare. Why don’t we use the new one?’” He was just barely able to finish this report when she turned on him and said, “There, you see, Doctor, he’s always critical, he’s always hostile, he’s always dissatisfied with me.” The husband turned quickly and said, “No, I simply suggested that you use another tablecloth.” 

Unbeknownst to the husband, his “suggestions” are shaming for his wife. He thinks he is only making suggestions. She reads his “suggestions” as criticism, and feels shame. She responds to her sense of shame with withdrawal, depression, and anger. He reads her withdrawal as the withdrawal of love, and he, in turn, is shamed by it. They, like many couples, have created a shame environment in which each shames the other. 

Poverty and Shame

Recently, I was reading a newspaper story about poverty in Russia that made the point that beggars existed even in this country.2 Mrs. V. was described as an elderly woman living on a skimpy monthly pension. To survive, nearly every day she eats in a cafeteria for poor people. When asked if she would mind being photographed, Mrs. V. said it would be all right as long as the picture would be printed abroad and would not appear in the local papers. She did not want her picture to appear in the local papers because her neighbors would then know that she used the poor people’s cafeteria. She said, “I would be so ashamed if they knew.” 

We rarely think of the poor and unfortunate as being shamed by their condition. When we pass beggars in the street, we do not think of their shame, but, in fact, do we not turn away our eyes because we are ashamed of their shame? 

Arnie and His Aging Body

Not too long ago, a fifty-year-old man came to my office. Arnie was a tall, robust-looking fellow who told me in the first session that he felt depressed and anxious. After 3 or 4 sessions, I learned that Arnie was very proud of his physical appearance. He had played football in high school and college and was still quite an active athlete, playing tennis every weekend. His physical ability was very important to him. He described how much he liked to play tennis and how he hated to lose. He said, “When I lose, I feel terrible, even though I know that I’ve beaten my partner before.” Arnie’s facial expression during our discussion of his lost match led me to suspect that he might have strong feelings of shame arising from a sense of physical inadequacy. 

The next time I saw him, I questioned him concerning how he felt about getting old. He laughed when I broached this topic and said that he did not feel that he was getting old in his body, just in years. I smiled and asked him if he thought that he was immune to aging? He argued that he was feeling just as good as when he was 27. I let the matter go, since he appeared to be irritated and distressed by this topic. At our next session, he appeared anxious. He said, “Doc, our last conversation got me thinking about something that I haven’t mentioned to you.” He averted his gaze, which indicated to me that he wanted to tell me something that was shameful. He went on, “You know, you were talking about aging, and I guess that may be what’s at work.” He paused for a long time. “Yes, Arnie?” I said, smiling and trying to reassure him. Arnie then told me that in the last six months he had been, on occasion, having potency problems. “I just can’t get it up,” he said. I asked him what was happening. After describing the situation, he looked at me and said, “I felt so ashamed. I haven’t wanted to have sex with Sue [his wife]. Is this what you meant by getting older?” 

The Good Provider

Larry, a patient suffering from depression, worked two jobs in order to make enough money to support his wife and two kids. He was quite proud that, through his effort, he was able to earn enough money to provide for his family’s needs, that he was what he called “a good provider.” Larry’s symptoms of depression appeared after he overheard a conversation between his wife and oldest son, who had come home for the summer and was working to earn money for next year’s college expenses. “I heard him ask her for some money to buy new boots. She said that he could use the money he was earning. He said that he needed it to pay for his expenses next year at school. He then asked for the money for the boots again, and my wife said, ‘I just don’t have it. Dad hasn’t been getting the kind of tips he used to [Larry drove a cab at night], and we’re short of money.’” Larry went on, “I looked at my son’s face, and the disappointment and frustration made me feel terrible.” Larry began having trouble sleeping. The good provider could not provide. Shame and depression were the consequences. 

[image: Image]

As we can see, shame exists in our everyday lives. It influences our interpersonal relationships and affects how we think and behave. Given its power in our lives, it deserves study. Below I outline the course of our exploration. 


The Plan of This Book


In chapter 2, I discuss emotional life, with particular emphasis on the difference between primary and secondary, or self-conscious, emotions. Primary emotions, including joy, sadness, anger, disgust, interest, and fear, appear early in human development and, while requiring cognitive activity, do not rely on self-consciousness. The secondary emotions, such as shame, guilt, and pride, all involve self-consciousness. It is not possible to feel shame without comparing one’s action against one’s standards or beliefs. I will also consider the behavioral manifestations of shame, and the history of their study, starting with Darwin’s description of blushing as a species-specific behavior. While I touch upon the psychiatric view of shame, full discussion of this topic will be deferred to chapter 4, when I present my own model of shame. 

In chapter 3, I focus on such issues as self-awareness, consciousness, and, from an attentional perspective, objective self-awareness. All systems, from the simplest to the most complicated, regulate themselves. Regulation requires that a system be aware of itself, at least at some level. Thus, awareness is a property inherent in life, one that cannot be claimed as something unique to adult humans. However, not all living beings possess what we adults refer to as “consciousness of ourselves.” I propose that there are three different levels of self-awareness. Subjective self-awareness exists on two levels, the reflexive and the representational, which allow for self-regulation and control—even of highly complex actions. Objective self-awareness exists on a third level that allows for the consciousness of ourselves. These levels correspond to emotional states (the subjective self) and experiences (the objective self). Moreover, each level involves different areas of the brain to support different functions. 

Awareness develops during the first two years of life. While one level follows another, the final structure of the self system includes all three. All three are involved in our daily functioning. In part, we may understand intrapsychic conflict as the interactions of these different levels. 

In chapter 4, I present a cognitive attribution model of shame, guilt, hubris, and pride. The model is based on the general proposition that shame and guilt are the consequences of the self’s failure in regard to a standard, goal, or rule. Hubris and pride, in contrast, are the consequences of the self’s success in regard to a standard. Shame can be distinguished from guilt: a total self failure vis-à-vis a standard produces shame, while a specific self failure results in guilt. A similar analysis allows us to distinguish between hubris and pride. In this chapter, I contrast my specific hypothesis about the cause of shame, cognitive attribution, with psychoanalytic theories relating shame to the failure to control impulses in accordance with the dictates of the ego ideal. 

The processes that allow for the emergence of shame can be traced over time. The developmental analysis presented in chapter 5 involves both the primary emotions and the cognitive capacities that account for the emergence of the self-conscious emotions. I discuss two classes of self-conscious emotions: those that involve self-exposure and those that require both self-exposure and evaluation. Self-exposure, the development of objective self-awareness, gives rise to embarrassment. Although embarrassment appears to have an evaluative feature, people can and do show embarrassment when no self-evaluation takes place. For example, we are embarrassed when we are complimented or when we perceive that we are being looked at by others. Developmentally, after further cognitive elaboration, children are able to form goals and construct standards that can be compared to what they are actually doing. Failure or success vis-à-vis these standards gives rise to the self-conscious evaluative emotions. The development of these emotions takes place over the first three years of life, although they are elaborated over the life course. Using the biblical creation story, I argue for the proposition that emotions give rise to thoughts about emotions, which, in turn, give rise to new emotions. 

Although the development of shame requires maturation, socialization is the eliciting force. In chapter 6, I suggest that shame results from comparison of the self’s action with the self’s standards, and that socialization provides the wherewithal for the process of comparison as well as the standards themselves. The goals and rules that govern our lives are learned from those around us, and our evaluation of success or failure also involves learning. Our parents teach us how to set standards and how to evaluate performance. Parents also play a teaching role that is more indirect but just as important. Parents who practice love withdrawal or who express contempt and disgust affect their children’s sense of pride and shame. The available data indicates that girls and women are more likely than boys and men to make global self-attributions—“I am bad,” not “My performance was bad”—when they fail. Thus, girls and women may experience more shame than boys and men. 

Having analyzed the fundamental processes and developmental changes in the production of shame, I turn in chapters 7, 8, and 9 to how people deal with their shame. Chapter 7 reviews two kinds of shame experiences, felt and bypassed shame. In the former, people experience their shame and develop strategies to cope with this intense and unpleasant feeling—forgetting, laughing, and confessing are just a few of these strategies. We “own” the shame, but learn ways of dealing with it. In bypassed shame, people repress the initial experience of shame and focus their attention elsewhere. They feel sadness or anger instead of shame. The problems that are associated with bypassed shame include the inability to prevent shame from reoccurring since, not recognizing it, we do not see its causes nor are we able to read others’ shame. 

Of more serious consequence are the effects of prolonged shame. As we see in chapter 8, depression and rage are the most likely consequences of prolonged shame. Prolonged shame is best understood in its social context. Those who suffer prolonged shame experiences are likely to live in shame-producing environments. Men and women, often not realizing what they are doing, shame each other. Shamed women are more likely to respond with depression, shamed men with rage. Depression following the loss of a love object appears to involve shame as an intermediate step. I contrast this view with those held by object relations theorists. 

I pay considerable attention to the shame-rage axis, since violence is becoming more and more prevalent in this society: witness the rise in murder, suicide, and child abuse. I distinguish between anger, a response to the blockage of a goal, and rage, a response to an attack on the self. The data support the belief that shame may underlie much of the violence we witness. 

The extreme pathology of prolonged shame produces narcissistic disorders and the disintegration of the self system. These topics are considered in chapter 9. Narcissistic disorders generate a wide range of symptoms including grandiosity, rage, inferiority, overidealization, entitlement, and a lack of empathy. For me, the inability to cope with shame and humiliation underlies these pathological disturbances. Narcissists seek to avoid shame, and, when avoidance fails, engage in emotional behavior that masks their underlying feeling. 

Multiple personality disorders (MPD) are directly related to early intense shame experiences. In almost all cases, MPD patients have experienced prolonged sexual abuse. As a defense against their shame, they develop a coping strategy that allows them to believe that “it is not me that this (sexual abuse) is happening to, it is someone else.” MPD, the ultimate disassociative disorder, enables us to probe how shame affects all disassociative processes. 

The sex differences I have noted suggest the “two world” hypothesis I advance in chapter 10: the emotional lives of men and women may differ because they have different strategies for coping with shame. Regardless of their individual degrees of empathic ability, men and women are unable to understand the opposite sex’s emotional response. Intergenerational difficulties, the Oedipal myth, and the intimacy and anger of the mother-daughter relationship, for example, can also be interpreted as problems arising in the negotiation of shame. 

I devote most of my attention to shame as it is manifested in the lives of those in contemporary Western societies. But a complete understanding of shame and its impact on individuals and societies requires that we step back from where we stand. In chapter 11, I examine shame in other cultures and at other times. My conclusion is both reassuring and alarming. Shame is universal. To feel shame is normal. There is comfort here. But too little or too much shame may produce unique difficulties. Some cultures and some times seem to produce more shame than others—and concomitantly more narcissistic disorders and violent behavior. 

Both narcissism and violence characterize our culture and time. In a philosophical epilogue, I consider the evolution of the existentialist conception of self-alone. As Erich Fromm pointed out in his book, Escape From Freedom, 


The whole social history of man started with his emerging from the state of oneness with the natural world to an awareness of himself as an entity separate from surrounding nature and man. Yet this awareness remained very dim over long periods of history. The individual continued to be closely tied to the natural and social world from which he emerged. While being partly aware of himself as a separate entity, he also felt a part of the world around him. The growing process of the emergence of the individual from his original ties, a process which we may call individuation, seems to have reached its peak in modern history.3



How can we more effectively meet the challenges of coping with shame? There is no clear answer; but it does not seem unwise to suggest that beside love and work, we need to look toward commitment and community, to move away from our exposed selves.

* I use male or female pronouns in random order throughout this book. Using “she” sometimes and “he” at other times allows me to employ the first-person singular. 



Our Emotional Lives


Emotions are not thoughts, yet we think about them. They are similar to physical sensations such as hunger and pain in some ways, but different in others. Hunger goes away when we eat, and pain disappears when we remove its immediate cause. The study of emotions is complicated by definitional problems. Our emotional life is familiar to us and we have developed a great deal of folk knowledge about it. But this folk knowledge, while adequate for our everyday needs, fails us when we try to analyze emotions. 


Are Emotions Feelings?


I start with the terms emotion, affect, and feeling. These terms need to be distinguished, since they are often used interchangeably. The first two are rather easy to define. Like others, I assume the major distinction between emotion and affect to be the difference between the specific and the general. By affect, I mean all states that are not cognitive in nature. Thus, such bodily sensations as hunger, fatigue, and pain are affects. However, I restrict certain affects and call them emotions. Here I include the simple everyday emotions that I will call primary emotions, such as joy, sadness, fear, disgust, interest, and anger, and the more complex emotions, such as empathy, sympathy, envy, guilt, shame, pride, and regret. As we will see, primary emotions can be distinguished from the more complex emotions because the latter require self-reflection. There are many more emotions; indeed, I could compile lists of terms referring to emotions that would fill many pages. It is not my intention here to define dozens or hundreds of terms referring to emotions or to argue whether particular ones are properly affects or emotions. I will focus on the self-related emotions.

The term feeling has at least two meanings. For example, when we say “I am feeling happy,” we mean, first, “I am in a state of happiness” and, second, “I am aware of this state”.1 Some researchers have argued for a restricted meaning of feeling and have therefore suggested that feeling refers only to the condition described in the first statement, “I am in a state of happiness.” This restricted meaning implies that feeling is something real, an internal state that, given the proper observational techniques, could be measured and described. This view of feeling as an internal emotional state has preoccupied theorists since the earliest writings on emotions.2 Several different physical locations for this internal state have been proposed.3

Defining feeling as an internal emotional state that is physically real and measurable allows us to conceive of internal emotional states as independent of cognition. The eliciting stimulus event simply acts in some manner so as to produce an emotional state.4 Although some type of cognition may be necessary to link these eliciting stimulus events to feeling, neither feeling nor the emotional state itself depends on cognition. One needs cognition for perceptual discrimination or for the interpretation of emotional elicitors, but one does not need cognition to experience or be aware of the state itself. For example, cognition enables us to discriminate a doctor’s white coat from a coat of another color, and to associate the white coat and past pain, but is not involved in the resulting emotional response of fear. 

By emotional state I mean a specific internal bodily response that has a unique correspondence in some one-to-one fashion with discrete emotions such as fear, empathy, anger, disgust, shame, etc. I postulate such a hypothetical state in order to make clear that emotional states are not epiphenomenal: they have a unique and specific location within the biological system. 

Unfortunately, measurement of these unique emotional states remains extremely difficult. Most early research in psychophysiology was concerned with locating foci in the central or autonomic nervous system bearing some one-to-one correspondence with these unique emotions. For example, the work of Cannon and Bard seemed to indicate that stimulation of the hypothalamus in cats produced an anger or rage response. This finding was used to argue the existence of unique brain sites for emotions that can be mapped. In this sense, then, feelings are “real.” 

The second statement concerning the meaning of the term feeling—“I am aware of feeling happy”—has more to do with thinking and with the self. While emotional states may exist independent of cognition, awareness of such states of being in and of themselves is very important: such awareness is itself cognitive. Analogous to knowing about knowing is knowing about feeling. Thus, we may be in a physiological state of happiness but we do not feel happy, that is to say, we are unaware of our happiness. There are many emotional states at many different times of which we are not aware. 

Two examples illustrate potentially different processes via which the thinking or awareness aspect of feeling and the emotional state aspect of feeling are disassociated. 


While she is driving her car at 60 miles per hour, Gloria’s front left tire blows out. For the next 15 seconds she struggles with the steering wheel to try to bring the car safely to a halt on the side of the road. Once having succeeded, she observes that she is fearful. She further observes that her fearfulness started at the point when she noticed that her hands were shaking and that she was reflecting on the last 15 seconds’ events.



The first question to be answered is: Was Gloria, from the point of the blowout until she noticed that she was fearful, feeling fear? It seems reasonable to assume that, had we the proper measurement instrument, we could have determined that she was in a state of fear during that time period. The second question to be answered is: Was she feeling fearful? If we mean by “feeling,” “was she in a state,” then we must answer yes, she was feeling fearful. If, however, we mean “was she aware of or did she think about her fearfulness,” then we must answer no. Since she was attending to outside stimuli, how could she have been aware of her internal state? During those 15 seconds when she was bringing her car to a stop, she was focusing on the proprioceptive feedback from the steering wheel or the tires on the road. She was listening to the sounds her brakes were making, and watching objects in front of her on the road. Given that she was attending to all of these external stimuli, could she also have been attending to her internal state? Admittedly, it is possible to attend to one’s internal state during the course of attending to the external complex array of stimuli; however, attending to one’s internal state is costly since it detracts from the ability to attend to those external stimuli that are necessary for survival. Thus, while it is possible, and while individuals do sometimes attend to their internal states during times of action, for the most part they do not. In this particular case, given Gloria’s situation and her need to attend to and process external stimuli, it is reasonable for us to assume that while she was in a state of fear, she was not aware of feeling fearful. 


I had a patient named John who received the news that a very dear aunt had died. At first, he reported experiencing great sadness at the loss. But then his sadness seemed to dissipate. Several weeks later, he felt agitated and experienced some trouble eating and sleeping. When I asked John how he felt, he replied that he felt tired. When I asked him whether he was depressed, he said that he did not feel depressed.



John reports that he feels, that is, he is aware of, a particular emotion. In this case, the emotional state that he is aware of and reports is fatigue. Here, rather than distraction (that is, attending to other stimulus events), we see a different mechanism that can disassociate the feeling as self-awareness from the feeling as state. John is engaged in an active attempt to pay attention to and focus on one feature or aspect of his emotional state rather than another. By focusing on his fatigue, John diverts attention from the more serious feeling state, depression. What might be the mechanisms that cause someone to focus on one aspect of his emotional state as opposed to another or, in some cases, cause him to state that he is feeling fine, rather than sad or depressed? 

I can imagine two. The first is an active and, perhaps, unconscious mechanism that seeks to prevent one’s conscious self-awareness from engaging in the “true” emotional state of sadness. The process takes the form “I am unaware that I am aware of a feeling or an internal state.” For some intrapsychic reason, one aspect of the self prevents another aspect of the self from being aware of a particular emotional state. Such a mechanism requires both cognitive self-awareness and a cognitive unconscious endowed with the same abilities that the conscious self has.5 In this mechanism, these unconscious cognitive structures, called unconscious self-awareness, act on one’s self-conscious self-awareness as it pertains to emotional states. Such a model has been articulated by others. I am not sure how one would go about putting such a conception to empirical test. Nevertheless, the notion of unconscious mental processes has had great appeal and has been used widely as an explanatory device because it accounts for a wide range of phenomena. Consider the following: I inform John that his awareness of being tired is an incomplete self-awareness. In fact, I tell him that he is really sad or even depressed because of his aunt’s death. My understanding in some fashion acts to alter John’s selfawareness and he suddenly discovers that my observation is correct. John realizes that he is more than just tired: he is depressed. 

Whether this change in awareness represents bringing into consciousness that which is unconscious or simply John’s willingness to succumb to the suggestion of another remains an important distinction—one that is of some concern in the psychotherapy literature. If it were the former, we would have evidence of an unconscious awareness that is different from conscious awareness; if it were the latter, it would simply mark a change in his conscious awareness. 

The second mechanism that can be evoked to explain why John focused on fatigue rather than sadness has to do less with a topology of components of the self in conflict or the mechanism of repression and more with simple learning processes. I have suggested elsewhere that during socialization children are given specific verbal labels and are responded to in a unique fashion when they exhibit certain emotional behaviors in certain contexts.6 Parental response to emotional states and their associated behaviors should result in children learning to think about their emotional states. Parents may in effect teach children to have an awareness not in agreement with their internal states. For example, as a child John may have exhibited certain behaviors in a situation of loss. When he did, his parents informed him that these behaviors meant that he was tired, not sad. In other words, past experience may be capable of shaping people’s self-awareness about an emotion, even to the extent of producing an awareness that is idiosyncratic in relation to the actual emotional state. This type of learning is likely to account for differences termed pathological. Perhaps it also accounts for familial, group, and cultural differences in emotional experience. 

To summarize, “feeling” means having an emotional state, and also means being aware of that emotional state. These meanings are too often assumed to be the same. All emotions can be experienced. What we need to consider now, however, is how emotions differ from one another. 


Primary Versus Secondary Emotions


The notion of primary, or basic, emotions has a long history dating back to Descartes’s six primary passions and to Spinoza’s three primary affects. The idea that there is a basic set of emotions grows out of the idea of human instincts or propensities. If they are basic, prewired, or genetically given, they have to be limited in number. While we recognize an enormous variety of emotions we describe in giving accounts of our lives, the existence of each one as a unique and discreet “wiring” is too burdensome a characterization of the nervous system. Instead of positing this complex set of emotions, most theorists have argued that there are only a select number of basic, primary, or pure emotions, and that all the others to which we refer are mixes of these original few. 

Robert Plutchik offers perhaps the best discussion of this problem.7 He offers six postulates that set the stage for all other discussions: ( 1 ) there is a small number of pure or primary emotions; (2) all other emotions are mixed, that is, they can be synthesized by means of various combinations of the primary emotions; (3) primary emotions differ from each other with regard to both physiology and behavior; (4) primary emotions, in their pure form, are hypothetical constructs of idealized states whose properties can only be inferred from various kinds of evidence; (5) primary emotions may be conceptualized in terms of pairs of polar opposites; and (6) each emotion can exist in varying degrees of intensity or levels of arousal. Plutchik, in his analysis of emotions, uses a color wheel analogy to explain how the eight basic emotions become elaborated into all others: just as all complex and varied colors are derivatives of three primary colors, all complex and varied emotions derive from eight primary emotions. 

The idea of primary emotions as the basic building blocks from which all other emotions are constructed seems to be an idea with both heuristic value and conceptual simplicity. The problem here, however, is that Plutchik postulates eight primary emotions, and his candidates do not agree with those postulated by others. Carroll Izard, for example, offers six primary emotions, while Silvan Tomkins offers eight, but a different eight than Plutchik.8

The problem of deciding which emotions are the basic, primary ones and which are the derived ones is not easily solved given the diversity of opinion. Plutchik offers three decision rules. He suggests that for an emotion to be considered primary, first, it must have relevance to basic, biological, adaptive processes. I could argue, post hoc, that almost any emotion has such relevance, and therefore Plutchik’s first rule does not help us much. Second, Plutchik suggests, a primary emotion must be found, in some form, at all evolutionary levels. Exactly why this should be a requirement for a basic emotion is unclear to me. For example, Darwin pointed out the uniqueness of blushing for humans; although blushing is evolutionarily unique, nonetheless it is basic and specific to humans. Plutchik’s third suggestion, however, is useful: he argues that basic emotions, by definition, are not dependent on introspection. Presumably, he means that some emotions are dependent on introspection. Self-conscious emotions, shame in particular, would not be basic or primary emotions according to this definition. Plutchik stands in opposition to Darwin and Tomkins, both of whom argue that shame is a primary emotion. 

One possibility for solving the problem of primary emotions is to look at emotions that emerge early. We can make a logical claim that these emotions are the primary or the basic ones and argue that those that emerge later are the secondary, derived, or mixed ones. Such a view would be satisfying except for two counterarguments. First, based on simple biological principles, there is no reason to assume that because something emerges later it is less biologically central than something that emerges early. We know that over the life course different biological functions appear—functions that are prewired and genetically coded, and influenced little or not at all by socialization—and that these functions occur, not only at the beginning of life, but all through the life course. A good example is sexual maturity in adolescence. Clearly, puberty is programmed and genetically triggered, yet it does not occur in the beginning of life. Thus, the argument of temporal position as a significant factor for determining primary versus secondary emotions will not suffice. 

Second, given that we accept early emergence as a defining sign of the primary emotions, how do we determine at what point in the developmental sequence emotions belong to the primary set versus a latter set? In other words, do all the primary emotions emerge in the first 3 months of life, or the first 6 months, or 18 months, or at some other point? How do we determine a terminus? I think that the timing postulate will not do as a method for defining emotions, since we do not know what early means. 

In fact, there is no clear way to differentiate primary from secondary emotions. Thus, even though this idea has appeal, its practical utility remains doubtful. But Plutchik’s distinction between emotions that require or do not require introspection gives us a clue to a system that might prove workable for separating and defining categories of emotions. I suggest that emotions can be classified in relation to the role of the self. The elicitation of fear, joy, disgust, surprise, anger, sadness, and interest does not require introspection or self-reference. Therefore, let us consider these emotions as one set. The elicitation of jealousy, envy, empathy, embarrassment, shame, pride, and guilt does require introspection or self-reference. These emotions constitute another set. By simply differentiating emotions on the basis of the use of the self we are able to produce two groups. Note also, in reference to the timing postulate, we find that the second set of selfreferential emotions emerges later than the first set of non-self-referential emotions. 

The ontogenetic difference is supported by a phylogenetic difference. Although some theorists might disagree, I believe that all animals possess the emotions that do not require introspection, but only the human animal (and perhaps the chimpanzee) marked by self-introspection, is capable of having the second group of emotions. This method allows us to divide emotions both ontogenetically and phylogenetically along a single dimension, that being introspection. I will take this approach, though I recognize that, while it has heuristic value, it is only one of a number of possible approaches. Thus, I propose that the difference between primary and secondary emotions is that secondary emotions involve self-reference. Secondary emotions will be referred to as self-conscious emotions; shame is a self-conscious emotion. 

Emotional life has three major aspects: emotional states, emotional expressions, and emotional experiences. I will discuss each with special reference to shame. I have already discussed emotional states. Emotional expression relates to our public action; emotional experience relates to introspection and self. 


Emotional Expression


Emotional expression is the external manifestation of internal states. Although I define emotional expression in this fashion, others believe that emotional expressions themselves constitute the unique bodily activity associated with the unique emotions that we have. So, for example, Tomkins, Izard, and Ekman, following Darwin’s initial observation, have argued that the unique expressive behaviors of the individual constitutes, in some one-to-one fashion, these unique emotional states. I certainly am sympathetic to such a view; nevertheless, emotional expressions rarely bear a one-to-one correspondence to internal states. There are three modalities for emotional expression: the face, the voice, and the body. The complex interaction of these three modalities has not been adequately analyzed.9 I will focus illustratively on facial expression. 

Facial expressions center on the eyes and the mouth. They include the movement of eyebrows and the degree of eye openness. In the mouth they involve tension: lips pulled up, down, and back or into an oval-like or square shape. It is not my intention here to elaborate on facial configuration possibilities. Paul Ekman has argued that there are over 33,000 possible facial expressions that can be articulated given the various muscle groups. Clearly, however, human beings cannot discriminate such a vast number of facial expressions.10

Of some concern to this discussion is the ability to produce facial expressions at will. If we wish to hold that facial expressions have some one-to-one correspondence with internal states, then we must be prepared to argue and demonstrate that facial expressions always mean what they seem to mean. Such a proposition is unreasonable. At very early ages, children are capable of altering facial expression to serve their needs.11 In our adult lives, we encounter many situations in which our facial expression bears no resemblance to our internal state. Look at a common, and very simple, example: 


My wife returns from a sale where she has bought a dress that cannot be returned. It is obvious to me that she really likes her new dress and thinks she looks good in it. She asks me my opinion. I think the dress is hideous and not the least bit becoming, but it is important for me to pretend that I like it. My task, then, is to produce the appropriate facial and postural behaviors which should convey my intended, rather than my real, feeling. This I can manage without any trouble!



We are, of course, moderately successful in carrying out these forms of pretense or deception. The question is how good are we and are such deceptions detectable? Remember, if we believe that there is a one-to-one correspondence between facial expressions and internal states, then we should be able to detect false facial expressions. In general, detection of pretend faces has met with relatively little success.12

While facial expressions may bear a one-to-one correspondence with unique internal states, there is no reason to assume they do. In fact, socialization rules are designed to disassemble the relationship of facial expression to the internal states they may initially represent. Ekman and Friesen, as well as others, have articulated some of the rules of masking the face.13 These rules are quite complex and include producing no facial expression, producing a facial expression that is unrelated to the internal state, and even producing an exaggeration of the internal state so that the receiver is likely to think that this exaggerated face cannot represent the true internal state. I will not elaborate on the rules that adults use to mask their faces nor upon the process by which children learn them. It is obvious from any number of studies that these rules are acquired early, and that after the first few years of life children are quite knowledgeable about the societal scripts necessitating the use of particular faces in particular situations. 


The Behavioral Measures of Shame


What behaviors may indicate shame? Because emotional expressions are only partially correlated with emotional states, any description of shame based on behavior is bound to be limited. As we search for manifestations of shame, we can look at various external manifestations, that is, the behaviors that are visible to others. Or we can look at the internal states, the physiological, including autonomic, biochemical, and central nervous system, responses that occur during the shame experience. Finally, we can study language, starting first with sounds and then looking at words themselves. 

We can dispense with internal states and language relatively quickly. Little is yet known about either. While recent data suggest that some emotions are associated more with activity of the left than the right hemisphere of the brain, this work is restricted mostly to the emotions of fear and enjoyment.14 There may well be specific central nervous system activity associated with particular emotions; however, this unproven possibility does not really help our study of shame. Some researchers have looked at different responses that index select emotions. It seems reasonable to believe that if a person is shamed, we should be able to measure some sort of physiological change associated with the shame emotion. It also seems reasonable to believe that the physiological changes associated with shame should differ from those associated with another emotion, anger, for example. Unfortunately, after a hundred years of psychophysiology, neither a simple physiological response nor a set of such responses correlated with specific emotions has been found.15

Vocal expression and language also do not appear to index specific emotions. In exploring the question of whether sets or patterns of vocal cues are associated with the discrete emotions that we experience, Klaus Scherer seems to suggest that judges can differentiate emotional expressions.16 But the evidence for such an association exists only for two emotions that have readily discernible vocal indicators, anger versus grief or sadness. No vocal patterns specific to shame have been suggested. Thus, we are left to explore surface manifestations of shame in the face and in the body. 

I turn first to Darwin’s Expression of Emotion in Man and Animals, in which shame is described as being expressed facially, like most emotions, and also through head movement and body posture. The primary emotions, such as happiness, fear, or anger, can be detected by observation of selected muscles around the eyes and mouth; however, the expression of shame is indexed more by other parts of the body. Darwin said that when one is ashamed the head is averted or bent down with the eyes wavering or turned away (what is now referred to as gaze avert). Darwin noted that facial blushing is a manifestation of shame, and he also pointed out that the reddening of the skin, the bringing of blood vessels to the surface, takes place not only in the facial region but all over the body. 

In Victorian times, even scientists were subject to the age’s prudish standards. Darwin had no opportunity to observe naked humans, so he had to rely on reports from physicians. From them, he concluded that the blushing response is not restricted to the face, although the extent and degree of blushing elsewhere on the body is difficult to determine. Possibly, because the face is the seat of one’s identity, and one wishes to conceal oneself during shame, the face becomes the focus of the shame. By logical extension, the degree to which other parts of the body become the focus might influence the degree to which they also would blush. Darwin relates the case of a physician examining a woman. During the preliminary, fully clothed part of the exam, the woman’s face blushed. As the examination progressed, the physician removed the top part of the woman’s gown. At this, her blush traveled down to her now-exposed breasts. Darwin claimed that any area of the body will blush if it becomes the focal point of attention. 

Darwin suggests that the shame response is associated with a strong desire for concealment. He quotes from the Old Testament and Ezra, who cries out, “Oh my God, I am ashamed and I blush to lift up my head to thee, oh God!,” and Isaiah, who says, “I hide not my face from shame.” Darwin also notes the responses of turning away, lowering the eyes, or the restless moving of the eyes from side to side—all of this to escape the painful gaze of others. 

Although his description of shame appears to be consistent with more modern descriptions, it is broad enough to fit most self-conscious emotions. He does not distinguish between shame and guilt or, for that matter, between shame and shyness, or modesty, or embarrassment. For him, all were self-conscious emotions characterized by what he called self-attention. Consider shyness. When Darwin talks about measures of shyness, which he considers false shame, he mentions blushing, eyes averted or cast down, and nervous movements of the body. Both shyness and shame appear to involve the same bodily movements. Although Darwin does not make much of the distinction between shyness, embarrassment, and shame, he does distinguish these three emotions from guilt. He considers guilt more like regret over some “fault committed.” 

Because Darwin believed the blushing response was species-specific and related to shame, he was particularly interested in it. He inquired into situations and conditions that were likely to lead to blushing. He did not think that blushing would occur if you gave money to a beggar but might occur if you became aware of someone watching you while you gave the money. Darwin believed that such a blush is caused by attention directed toward ourselves by another. But his beggar example more reasonably illustrates a case of embarrassment—exposure plus a positive action— than shame—exposure plus a negative action. This important difference will be considered in more detail later. 

Darwin also observed that children do not blush before age two or three. Others have made the claim that shame can be detected earlier, that the turning away of the child at the approach of a stranger by 8-10 months is indicative of shame, but I do not think it is.17

McDougall, an early investigator of the role of emotions in human life, was particularly interested in the relationship between emotions and cognition.18 Although he was more interested in curiosity, he also considered shame a complex self emotion. The behaviors that he used to index shame were similar to those that Darwin had used before him. McDougall talks about the shame response as bashful behavior. He also saw blushing and the lowering of the eyes both as a literal, behavioral representation, and as a figurative representation of the feeling. 

The relationship between body posture and emotion has attracted some attention because so few facial expressions appear to be unique markers of the secondary or self-conscious emotions. For example, pride is often referred to as being “puffed up,” and the bodily behaviors in the service of pride include holding the head high, making strong eye contact, and external thrusting and puffing of the body. Shame, in contrast, is more characterized by gaze aversion and a shrinking or a compressing of the body, consistent with wanting to disappear or to hide. The coding systems for bodily activity suggest that facial expression alone is insufficient to index all emotional states. 

In the second volume of Silvan Tomkin’s Affect, Imagery, and Consciousness, he devotes a considerable amount of space to the self-conscious emotions. Tomkins, like Darwin, did not distinguish between shyness, shame, and guilt. For him, these emotions are of the same class. Though evoked by different experiences, the three states are fundamentally the same, even if the conscious awareness of each is different. Thus, for Tomkins, all the self-conscious emotions, which also include contempt, guilt, and humiliation, are subsumed by a particular state that serves the function of “inhibiting the continuing interest and enjoyment of the person.” He goes on to say that shame is designed to inhibit interest and enjoyment: “the innate activator of shame is the incomplete reduction of interest and joy.”19 Unfortunately, though there is little empirical support for this assertion, the idea that shame is the result of the incomplete reduction of interest and joy has been widely accepted.20

The behaviors that Tomkins sees as indicative of shame are those pinpointed by Darwin and, as we will see, almost all others. Tomkins makes little attempt to locate specific muscle movement in the face; rather he sees the dropping of the head and upper part of the body, including the eyes and eyelids, turning away, and, of course, blushing as an emotional set designed to reduce facial communication. 

Next to blushing, hiding is mentioned most often as a behavior indexing shame. Recently this response—collapse of the body, including the hunching of the head and the squeezing of the shoulders together—has been used to systematically measure shame.21

Carroll Izard has long been interested in observing facial expression and developing a coding system in order to understand emotional development.22 He has made considerable progress in the nearly twenty years that he has been working on this problem. In his earlier work, he saw shyness, embarrassment, shame, and guilt as the same; however, by 1977, while he still identified shame with shyness, he recognized guilt as a separate entity. By 1986 he had ceased even to regard shame and shyness as the same, though embarrassment and shame remain similar. For Izard the measures indexing shame are the same as those reported by others: a lowering of the eyes, or gaze avert, a lowering of the head, and a collapse of the upper torso as it moves in toward itself. He also notes that shame is accompanied, on occasion, by blushing. While Izard differentiates shame, shyness, and guilt conceptually, his measurement system, focusing on the facial musculature, does not as yet provide a way to differentiate them in practice. 

Recently, others have begun to develop coding systems for such self-evaluative emotions as shame, pride, submission-shame, which is similar to self-deprecation or guilt (regret), and dominance (or selfenhancement).23 Zahn-Waxier has been looking at children’s responses to mistakes and has focused on behavior that may provide useful indicators of guilt (regret) and shame. In her work and in our studies following her, young children are given a toy. Unbeknownst to the child, the toy is designed to fall apart after a few minutes of normal play. Children’s responses are quite varied.24 Some children simply do nothing and go to another toy, while others become upset and cry. Neither of these two responses are of particular interest to us. But two other responses, which may differentiate guilt from shame, are. Some children show the typical shame response: they avert their gaze and their bodies appear to collapse. They stop moving and remain quite impassive. Their behavior seems disrupted; their thought processes appear confused, or at least inhibited. Other children, at the moment the toy falls apart, avert their gaze and show tense facial expression, but their bodies do not collapse. Rather than “disappearing,” these children try to fix the toy. Their attempts at reparation suggest guilt rather than shame. For these children, the object of concern is not themselves but the toy. For me, the attempt at reparation, the focus upon the toy rather than the self, constitutes the most important behavioral distinction between shame and guilt. 

I have been trying to see if it is possible to distinguish embarrassment from shame. Margaret Sullivan, Cathy Stanger, and I have been looking at children’s behavior during embarrassing rather than shameful situations.25 In this particular set of studies, which I will discuss in more detail later, we had children aged from 8 months to 3 years and their mothers come to the laboratory. When they arrived, we greeted them, and, in the course of discussing what we were going to do, repeatedly praised the children for a variety of actions: what they were wearing, what they looked like, and what they were doing with the toys we gave them to play with. The experiment was designed to follow a fixed procedure in which the experimenter said “I like the way you combed your hair,” “What a pretty skirt [or slacks] you’re wearing,” “That’s a lovely—” (—being the toy or object the child brought), and finally “You put the pieces of the puzzle together very well, you must be very smart.” 

Observation of the children’s behavior indicates a pattern that we have labeled as embarrassment. This pattern is consistent with others. The children averted their gaze but, unlike children who were experiencing shame, their turning away was for a brief period of time only. Moreover, this gaze aversion often was repeated in a turn-away-and-then-back pattern. At the same time they averted their gaze, the children smiled broadly. This smile seems to differentiate embarrassment from shame. Finally, some children nervously touched their bodies with their hands, although they did not cover their faces with their hands.26 These three behaviors occurred in rapid succession, with gaze aversion and smiling usually occurring before the nervous touching of the body. When the children were complimented we observed no collapsing of the body or other shame behavior that was seen when we asked the children to perform some task they could not manage or when the toy they were playing with broke. It does appear that embarrassment can be differentiated from shame, at least in some situations. 

Nevertheless, over one hundred years of research make it quite clear that there is no single measure, or set of measures, that is likely to bear a strong one-to-one correspondence with the experience of shame. This result (or lack of a result) should come as no surprise. We know that the correspondence between external manifestations of emotion and internal states of emotion is at best minimal. But we will continue to try to find them.


Emotional Experience


Emotional experience can be defined as a person’s evaluation and interpretation of her own perceived emotional state, through observation of physiological changes, such as increased heart and breathing rate, facial flushing or blushing, sweating, etc., or through evaluation of facial neuromuscular activity like smiling. We have ample evidence that people have control over, and therefore feedback from, the muscles of their faces. 

We can also observe the situations in which we find ourselves in order to aid in our perception of our emotional states. Thus, for example, if Larry is quiet and not moving and he is at a funeral, he is likely to interpret his emotional state as sadness, whereas if he is quiet and not moving and is in an auditorium listening to a lecture, he is likely to interpret his emotional state as interest. Emotional experience, therefore, requires that we attend to both sets of stimuli previously discussed as emotional states and expressions, at two levels. At the first level, which I will call the subjective level, the body attends to itself. Like all complex machines, various parts have to monitor and track other parts for the whole to work. Our bodies track the CO2 level in our blood and, if it is too high or too low, cause a series of complex responses that address and correct the difficulty. All complex organisms attend to their functioning and regulate themselves. This first level of experience I will call subjective experience. 
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