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Celebrating Shame

The well-dressed woman got onto the subway, her little dog in tow.  Her sunglasses

shaded the crowded car, her music thumped in her ears.  Her dog sat obediently at her feet.

People shuffled on and off.  The dog soon became anxious and, as all animals do at one point or

another, it defecated right then and there.  The woman moved her dog away from the stink.  Two

more stops and then she got off the train.  The stink remained and travelled to the end of the line.

Unbeknownst to her, someone took a photo of her, her dog, and the steamy pile.  Within

the hour, this person posted the photo on a popular local blog.  In the afternoon it got to a

journalist who printed it in the city’s newspaper.  By that time, the woman had been identified

and her address revealed.  An international tourist picked up the morning newspaper on the way

to the airport, read the column about the woman who left her dog’s crud on the train, and took it

back home and shared it with friends who, in turn, forwarded it to the networks and cable news.

Within two days the woman’s picture and story spread around the world via radio, television,

print and online.  Talk show hosts fielded calls from people irate that this woman is allowed to

roam city streets, and that this dog has gone unpunished.  People clamoured to express their

contempt for this woman, calling her behaviour lazy, callous, abusive to the dog, irresponsible

toward fellow riders.  People called for her to be brought to justice for defacing public property.

They cried for her dismissal from her job.  They demanded a public apology.  For her sanity and

security, the woman had to withdraw from university and move to a new city.  

This is, substantially, a true story. It is a story both sad and telling.  It is sad insofar as

this woman thought it appropriate not to pick up after her dog.  It is sad that someone else

thought it appropriate or funny or both to post the picture he took of her.  And it is sad that so

many others felt comfortable enough to further spread her story.  On the other hand, it is a telling

story for it reflects a fact about humans: we like telling each other stories, and stories once told

take on a life of their own.

But there is a dimension of this story deserving sustained reflection.  This woman’s

irresponsible act inspired neither pity nor humor but ignominy.  She was called a

disappointment, a disgrace, a humiliation.  Perhaps rightfully so, people shamed her.  And from

what we can derive from her subsequent behavior, she felt ashamed.  

And yet...

The people who shamed her did so in ways that she could not escape.  Newspapers

plastered her photo, television stations cased her home, radio shows chatted about her life - and

the web hosted everything.  Unlike news ink that blurs to the next hot item, television that seeks

the next scandal and radio that breaks away for traffic reports, the internet never tires of a story.

Indeed, the internet is always on, glowing into the wee hours, spreading its gospel of instant

access, instant data, instant voyeurism, instant gratification.  Always on and constantly being

updated, the internet never lets old news burn itself out and settle into the ash bins of history.

Online photos do not evaporate, blogs and threads and newsfeeds may change but they never

disintegrate completely.  For the internet is an active archive - a massive living genizah if you

will - of everything ever posted.  You may think you’re deleting an email, but its electronic

residue remains an indelible footprint experts can always excavate.  You may take down last

week’s embarrassing party photos, but someone else’s cache now holds them dear and forever.
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Expunged phone text messages, too, live in the digitial hereafter, eternally available to be

supbeanaed by judicial courts and the court of public opinion.

I do not exaggerate.  Just go online and search for a woman whose dog pooped on a

subway in Asia.  You’ll still find her story, complete with photos and blogs and comments still

fuming about the canine refuse she refused to pick up.  Though this happened nearly five years

ago, the internet still shares the story as if it happened this morning.

The woman may have moved towns, but can she move on?  Her digital shame will never

be deleted completely.  This single incident - a minor one in the big scheme of things - will

forever frame how people view her.  Her shame is inescapable and thus is tantamount to being

eternal.

Twenty-first century shame appears to be a dangerous thing.  Once electric, it sustains a

life of its own for eternity.  Is this how shame has always been?  Might there be some wisdom in

the Judaic textual tradition about shame that we can use today?

First, what is shame?  Is it distinct from guilt or regret or embarrasment, and if so, how?

Let us understand guilt as a feeling associated with breaking norms or rules.  This response to

transgression refers to action, to what a person did.  Regret emerges from reflecting upon these

transgressions and desiring a counterfactual history, that is, desiring that something else would

have happened instead.  Embarrassment, by contrast, is a fleeting feeling of awkward

self-consciousness that is inspired by a faux pas (I have spinach caught in my teeth) or a passing

comment (a friend jokes at my expense) or the like.  In Hebrew, embarrassment is halbanat

panim, which literally means whitening the face.  A whitened face has lost its blood, the rabbis

say, and it is like death.  Hence the rabbis rule that anyone who publicly and intentionally

embarrasses another has committed a transgression tantamount to murder, and the embarrasser

forfeits any portion in the world to come.1

Shame is, in a way, a more profound kind of embarrassment.  Shame, or bushah in

Hebrew, is an extraordinary awareness of self, an interruption or rupture of self-consciousness,

so much so that the person experiences radical self-exposure.  Uncovered, vulnerable and raw,

ashamed people sense just how far they failed to live up to the ideals and expectations of

themselves they held and others held.2  Their automatic response, according to Ecclesiastes3, is to

darken their faces, and according to Jeremiah4, to turn their backs.  Overexposed, ashamed

people seek to cover themselves and hide.  They hide for several reasons.  They hide from other

people’s mocking gaze and comments.  At least some of the time it is possible to avoid the social

dimension of shame - as that woman tried by moving towns.  The second reason for hiding is

because ashamed people, now extraordinarily self-aware of their failings, do not like what they

witness in themselves.  They want to hide from themselves, distance themselves from

themselves, to sever the failing from both history and consciousness.  Thus it is appropriate to

think that shame is a kind of interruption and rupture of self-awareness.5

Said differently, guilt can be expressed as “I did something bad” - emphasizing the fact

1. e.g., BT Sanhedrin 107a.

2. Spinoza defines shame as “pain accompanied by the idea of some action of our own, which we believe to be

blamed for by others...Shame is the pain following the deed whereof we are ashamed.”   Spinoza, Ethics, Part II:

Definition of the Emotions, XXXI.

3. Kohelet 11:10.

4. Jeremiah 48:39.

5. Some theorists, like Stern, argue that the agent’s consciousness of shame stems from third-person thinking, from

seeing oneself through the eyes of a real or imagined audience.  See J. Stern, “Maimonides’ Conceptions of

Freedom”, 262ff.
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of the past transgressive action.  Shame, on the other hand, can be expressed as “I did something

bad” - stressing that it was the individual self who, for one reason or another, failed to live up to

expectations, and this failure is now acknowledged. 

Maimonides, the great twelfth century scholar, offers a somewhat different perspective

on shame.  For him, there are five levels of shame.  The first, and most basic, are those

associated with necessary bodily functions.  The second involves voluntary bodily acts, such as

drinking intoxicants to excess.  Third, thinking about improper subject-matter is especially

shameful because the rational faculty is the medium through which we can attain purity and

holiness not just knowledge and wisdom.  The fourth level includes linguistic expressions of

base, material subjects.  And finally, there is the metaphysical state of embodiment.6  

Maimonides’ hierarchy helps us differentiate between actions that are avoidable and

those that are unavoidable.  In his view, unavoidable shameful action - for example: excreting -

is less shameful than those that are voluntarily done, that is, avoidable, such as thinking or

speaking inappropriately or drinking to excess.  We all have to go to the bathroom - just as dogs

do - and thus it is unreasonable to consider this necessary behavior as shameful as those things

which we choose to do.  That is, we can choose not to say outlandish and hurtful things, we can

choose not to do immoral things, we can choose not to engage in illegal activities.  Voluntarily

doing such things is, on this account, more egregious and deserves greater shame than those

things which we must do because of our embodied nature.  Thus there is a substantial difference

between saying “I did something bad that was inescapable” and saying “I did something bad

voluntarily.”

Maimonides also impresses upon us to consider that shameful actions do not require a

public audience.  For in the privacy of one’s own mind and home an individual can choose to

think and do what is shameful.  The Talmudic sages also acknowledge this when they say, “it is

not the same to be put to shame by oneself as it is to be put to shame by others.”7  It is possible to

do or think something that no one else in the world would ever find out - and still be ashamed of

it and deserve shame.  Indeed, theologically speaking, one is always under the constant gaze of

God, or if one prefers a less theological interpretation, one’s own conscience or intellect never

stops looking at what you do and think when you are alone.  And this constant gaze notices

everything big and small alike.

So if shame, Jewishly understood, is both a private and public experience, is it eternal

like contemporary internet shaming?  How long must one endure being ashamed?  Rabba bar

Chanina, a fourth century Babylonian sage, taught that “if a person commits a transgression and

is ashamed of it, all that person’s offenses are forgiven.”8  As we read last night regarding

Shemuel haKatan, repentance is always available to us, and through repentance personal

redemption can come.  That is, a shameful act need not be an eternal stain on one’s conscience or

a constant blight on one’s character.  One’s experience of shame and one’s sincere teshuvah are

sufficient to redeem us from suffering shame unduly.  Shame is not meant to be a protracted

experience. Rather, it is designed to be felt, to be wallowed in, to be consumed with - but only

for a limited time.  And then, through a complex set of psychological, intellectual and

theological mechanisms, each of us is to work our way out of being ashamed.  

So is it still reasonable to assume that all experiences of shame are negative and that we

6. See discussion in Stern, op cit, 259ff.

7. BT Ta’anit 15b-16a; BT Sanhedrin 42a  Derekh Eretz Zuta 2, says that it is better to be put to shame by oneself

than to be put to shame by others (found in Bialik’s Legends, 712:264).

8. BT Berachot 12b.
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ought to do everything in our power to shun and avoid shame?  Are there not instances when

shame is useful - for society as well as for individuals?

Moving beyond shame, while no easy task, produces in us a remarkable quality.  It is the

quality of humility, a quality that according to Maimonides is particularly useful to transcend

ourselves.9  An old piece of the Talmud10 quotes Moses saying to the people Israel just after the

Aseret HaDibrot, the 10 Commandments, were first declared: “Be not afraid; for God has come

only in order to test you, and in order that the fear of [God] may be ever with you, so that you do

not go astray.”11  The Talmudic sages interpret this verse in two ways.  First, some understand

Moses to mean that through bushah, shame, people come to fear of sin, and that “it is a good sign

when a person experiences shame.”  It is good when we experience shame because shame

empowers us to identify a behavior as shameful that our tradition does not yet tell us is

inappropriate.  That is, by leading us to fear sin, shame sharpens our moral sensibilities.

The second talmudic interpretation of Moses telling the people not to be afraid for God

has come to test them, is this: “no one who experiences shame will easily sin, and regarding the

one who never experiences shame it is certain that his ancestors were not present at Mount

Sinai.”  Though shame does not prevent us from ever sinning, it does slow down our penchant to

do wrong or inappropriate things.  And why should the rabbis insist that those who never

experienced shame did not stand with us at Mt. Sinai?  We should remember that we and our

ancestors who stood at the base of the mountain implored Aaron to build a golden calf for

worship.  Certainly that qualifies as shameful.  Thus those who never experienced shame could

not have been among that crowd at Mt. Sinai.  So it seems the talmudic sages are proud to

acknowledge and celebrate a long lineage of people who have done shameful things.

This seems to me rather ironic.  Why should I celebrate the fact that my ancestors did

shameful things?  I can celebrate this lineage of shame because it is through experiencing shame

that a people comes to learn with greater acuity the difference between what is good and what is

bad.  The more they learn from their shamefulness, the more knowledge and insight they can

transmit to subsequent generations.  What our ancestors bequeathed to us is a textual tradition

overflowing with stories about their struggles with shame - both the necessary and the avoidable

kinds of shame - and their pursuits of greater humility. So I am to celebrate this tradition of

shame because it celebrates the messiness of being human, defecation and all.

And this brings us full circle.  Maimonides says that shame instills humility, awe and fear

of God.  People who are sincerely ashamed, he says, do something special: they conduct their

personal, secret lives - their lives with their partners and their habits in their latrines - as they do

their public lives among the populace.12  For shame inspires integrity.  Shame is that mechanism

which helps us better connect those ideals of our selves that are intenal and socially constructed

with our behaviors both privately and publicly enacted.  Shame helps integrate expectations and

actualities.

Rightly or wrongly, that woman who failed to clean up after her pet was shamed in the

court of public opinion.  Though what she did - or did not do - deserved opprobrium, the public

court stank of rank behavior too.  Because of the pervasive and durable nature of the public

court’s mocking guffaw, she could not achieve greater integrity and had to find refuge by hiding

9. Maimonides discusses the link between shame and humility in his Guide of the Perplexed, 3.52.  See Stern, op

cit., 262ff.

10.See the sugya beginning with tanya at BT Nedarim 20a.

11.Exodus 20:17.

12.Guide, 3.52.  See citation above.
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elsewhere.  The shame showered upon her was foul, and the court of public opinion defiled itself

with its own reeking self-righteousness.

Shame is a fragile tool. If used well it can leverage individuals to own up to past behavior

and train and inspire them toward a better future.  If left in careless hands and quick bloggers,

shame can destroy lives.

We need not fear shame, nor be ashamed when we are rightfully shamed.  For through

shame we become more true to our holy potentials.  So even though the great second century

Palestinian sage, Shimon ben Chalafta, prayed “May God grant that you will neither cause

shame to others nor be shamed by others”13 - I pray differently.  I pray that God grant us

sufficient shame to learn how to be more truly ourselves, and to shame others, temporarily, only

when it will enable them to be more true to themselves.  I pray that we have the courage to clean

up our messes no matter how private or public they may be.  And I pray that we have the

humility to laugh at ourselves in the process.

Ken Yehi Ratzon.  Shanah Tovah.

13.BT Moed Katan 9b.
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