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In his recent (2009) book, The Geopolitics of Emotion, D. Moisi, 
a French political scientist, took a still somewhat unusual approach; 
emotions can be causal in political relationships.  The book argues 
indeed that they may be causes of both peace and war between 
and within nations. He focuses on three emotions: hope, fear, and 
humiliation. Surprisingly, the book has received a torrent of praise 
from reviewers. The overwhelmingly positive response to the 
book is surprising because modern societies play down emotions 
as unimportant, even between individuals, much less nations. 
Most persons, even many researchers, take a materialistic stance: 
emotions are unimportant because both individuals and nations 
guide their actions toward owning money, land, resources, and 
other clearly visible materials. It might be that in order to write 
persuasively about a specific emotion, the readers must first be 
dissuaded from their fixed idea: emotions are unimportant [1-4].

How did Moisi deal with this idea? There are three parts to 
his solution. First, rather than focusing on a single emotion, as 
most emotion researchers do, he considered three: fear, hope, and 
humiliation. Since one of the three, hope, is positive, the reader 
probably feels somewhat reassured by its inclusion, even if she or he 
has an inclination to reject emotions in general. The second emotion, 
fear, is not positive, but there is less confusion about it than with 
the emotion discussed below. The third step is more complex. In 
choosing the word humiliation, Moisi avoids a substantial difficulty 
that has long ruled the response to one particular emotion. The 
term humiliation usually refers to the emotion of shame, without 
using the term that is frequently avoided; people seem ashamed of 
shame. Just as research on sexual act avoids the f-word, acceptable 
conversation  and most talk and writing about shame avoid the 
s-word. 

The psychologist Gershen Kaufman [5] is one of several who 
have argued that shame is taboo in modern societies:

American society is a shame-based culture, but …shame 
remains hidden. Since there is shame about shame, it remains 
under taboo …The taboo on shame is so strict …that we behave  

 
as if shame does not exist. Shame, or the anticipation of shame, is 
virtually omnipresent for most people, especially secret shame. The 
idea that people spend much of their time and energy involved in or 
avoiding shame, if possible, and managing it if not successful, was 
central to the best known of Erving Goffman’s books:  

“…there is no interaction in which participants do not take an 
appreciable chance of being slightly embarrassed or a slight chance 
of being deeply humiliated.” (1959, p. 243, emphasis added). 

If this sentence is taken literally, it means that shame and/or 
the anticipation of shame haunts all social interaction. Avoidance 
of shame/embarrassment/humiliation is the driving force behind 
Goffman’s phrase “impression management”, which at first sight 
seems to be the central concept thru-out the book: everyone 
constantly worries about how they are seen by others. At first I 
wondered why his sentence about humiliation was virtually hidden 
in the last chapter of the book. But now I believe that he was aware 
of the distaste of most readers for shame. If he had flaunted the idea 
in the first chapter, the book might not have been a bestseller. The 
idea that shame issues are a virtually continuous presence in human 
affairs seems unthinkable in modern societies; modernity fosters 
the doctrine of individualism. We are taught that each person is a 
sovereign entity, self-reliant, standing alone. This emphasis is just a 
pipedream, since flourishing and even, to a large extent,  surviving 
is dependent upon recognition and help from others. Individualism, 
and many other doctrines in modern societies, make it very difficult 
to deal directly with shame [5-12]. 

A)  Shame and Violence

The psychiatrist James Gilligan (1997) proposed that most 
violence is caused by hidden shame. A prison psychiatrist for many 
years, he asked the prisoners convicted of murder why they did it. 
Their answers were surprisingly similar: “What did you expect me 
to do: he dissed me.”

Gilligan’s initial explanation of the way in which secret shame 
leads to violence is largely metaphorical: 
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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. (p. 110-
111). A more realistic model might be the building up of painful 
feeling by another of Gilligan’s ideas, the spiraling of shame loops: 
I am ashamed that I am ashamed , toward infinity. The model of 
recursive loops proposed here explains how laminations and 
spirals of shame could lead to pain that feels unbearable.

Recently several historians and political scientists have at least 
hinted that humiliation might be a cause of war, in that revenge is 
driven by hidden shame. But most are cautious about an  outright 
statement. In Hall’s (2017) study, for example,  the word shame is 
not used at all, but humiliation is mentioned 8 times. But not in the 
summaries at the beginning and end of the article, nor in the title. 
There are several writers in this area, but only a few take a stronger 
stance than Hall (See, for example, Löwenheim & Heimann 2008 
and Saurette 2006.) But even these more advanced studies don’t 
take the step of relating humiliation to the shame literature. 

Vengeance against the nation that defeated it has been 
considered one of the causes of war. During the last century this 
idea was often expressed in terms of the French word for revenge, 
Revanche. A recent example can be found in the book by Schivelbusch 
(2001) who uses the term frequently in his review of consequences 
of defeat (there 51 pages of discussion of revanche). My own book 
(1994) and recent article (with Daniel and  Loe-Sterphone (2018) 
follow the same thread, suggesting that revenge is usually caused 
by the acting out unbearable shame. This theory is illustrated by 
an analysis of what seems to be the emotional origins of WWI and 
WWII. Judging from the success of Moisi’s book, I am guessing that 
my earlier book and the other revenge studies are ignored because 

they dealt with a the single emotion of shame without first solving 
most reader’s rejection of all emotions as causal. Moisi’s book 
may take a crucial step in an extraordinarily important direction: 
changing our understanding of the causes of most wars.  Perhaps  
it would be a step toward reducing the number and size of war in 
our time.
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