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"Shame is probably the most carefully guarded secret held by 
violent men…

Gilligan states that secret shame is the cause of violence. Secrecy 
implies that one is ashamed of being ashamed. Gilligan goes on to 
describe how secret shame can cause extremes of pain:

The degree of shame that a man needs to be experiencing in order 
to become homicidal is so intense and so painful that it threatens to 
overwhelm him and bring about the death of the self, cause him to 
lose his mind, his soul, or his sacred honor.”

Some theories of the causes of violence have proposed that in 
modern societies, shame is not dealt with directly because it is felt to 
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for shame: it might be said that most people abhor shame, not just the 
emotion itself, but thinking or talking about it, especially the word 
itself. The intensity of this abhorrence was conveyed clearly long ago 
by Rousseau (1789): "I dreaded shame: I dreaded it more than death 
... more than all the world." In earlier writing, I proposed that this 
dread turns shame into a cause of violence, including war (Scheff 
1994; 2011). The idea of honor and revenge, if repeated thoughtlessly 
and endlessly, seem to be one of many ways of hiding shame rather 
than dealing with it directly. 

The awesome destructive power of secret shame might be 
explained as a feedback chain. Being ashamed of being ashamed 
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ashamed of that, and ashamed of that, and so on. Or shame in a loop 
with anger: angry that one is ashamed, ashamed that one is angry, 
and round and round. The idea of an unending cybernetic loop seems 
to explain how shame, fear, or other emotions might become too 
powerful to bear and/or control. 

An Alternative Route

Recall that when Gilligan asked about the killers' motives, a 
typical response was "He dissed (disrespected) me. What did you 
expect me to do?" A different expectation would be negotiation¬, 


