
Martha Nussbaum:
Feeling, Fragility, 

Flourishing

9. Hiding from 
Humanity





‘Human beings are not by nature kings, or lords, or courtiers, or rich. All 
are born naked and poor; all are subject to the miseries of life, to 
sorrows, ills, needs, and pains of every kind. 

Finally, all are condemned to death. . . . It is the weakness of the human 
being that makes us sociable; it is our common miseries that turn our 
hearts to humanity; we would owe humanity nothing if we were not 
human. 

Every attachment is a sign of insufficiency. If each of us had no need of 
others, he would hardly think of uniting himself with them. 

Thus from our weakness our fragile happiness is born. . . . I do not 
conceive how someone who needs nothing can love anything. I do not 
conceive how someone who loves nothing can be happy.’ 
—Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile











Retributive justice, and restorative justice.

Restorative justice: ‘a process through which 

parties with a stake in a specific offence 

collectively resolve how to deal with the 

aftermath of the offence and its implications 

for the future’ (CPS), e.g. victim-offender 

mediation.





Case of the Jamie Bulger killers – public outrage = doubling of sentences, lowering of minimum age 
for receiving an indefinite sentence, etc.



Guilt vs shame
• What separates shame from guilt? 

• Shame is about a negative general view of the self, whereas guilt focuses 
on a specific negative behaviour. 

• Guilt is thought to be easier to accept responsibility for, as the person’s 
behaviour, and not self, is judged aberrant. Shame on the other hand leads 
to social withdrawal, evasion of responsibility, anger, blaming of others, 
and identifying with negative subcultures. While shame might initially 
inhibit criminal behaviours, it can then reinforce them, and increases 
chance of reoffending.

• ‘it may then be prudent to ask on a societal level ‘what kind of person do 
we want to come back?’ particularly for young people who stand to face a 
lifetime defined by an act in their formative years that affixes them to a 
deviant identity position’. – “Paul”, young offender at HMP Greenock





What is the purpose of shame? (Intro)

• Hiding from Humanity (2004) emerges out of a review article, and 
reflects Nussbaum’s later academic turn to law

• What role should shame and disgust have in public life?

• On a simple level, we accept the inevitability and even usefulness of 
shame (‘it is consistent to hold that the disabled are blameless, and 
therefore should not be shamed, while criminals should be). 

• But can shame even be useful for justice?

• Etzioni: ‘promote a revival of our community’s common moral sense’. 





A law without shame and disgust

• The law shouldn’t aspire to be emotion-free. Some emotions, like 
anger, are reasonable, in a world where we care about others

• Others are not: jealousy (total control) and disgust (purity)

• Primitive shame: ‘a shame closely connected to an infantile demand 
for omnipotence and the unwillingness to accept neediness—is, like 
disgust, a way of hiding from our humanity that is both irrational in 
the normative sense, embodying a wish to be a type of creature one 
is not, and unreliable in the practical sense, frequently bound up with 
narcissism and an unwillingness to recognize the rights and needs of 
others. 



Over to you

Nussbaum’s goal: to provide a liberal 
account for the dangers of using 
shame and disgust in law. 

‘political equality must be sustained by 
an emotional development that 
understands humanity as a condition 
of shared incompleteness’ (16)

What do you make of this argument? 

How does Nussbaum come to argue it? 

Does it remind you of any previous 
concepts on this course?



‘Institutions must be sustained by the good will of citizens, but they also 
embody and teach norms of what a good and reasonable citizen is. They are 
sustained by the psychology of real people, but they also embody, teach, and 
express a political psychology, through norms of the reasonable citizen and 
the proper role for law. 

My argument in this book [is] … what sort of public and legal culture will 
embody the “political psychology” appropriate to a liberal regime?’ (16)

‘What I am calling for, in effect, is something that I do not expect we shall 
ever fully achieve: a society that acknowledges its own humanity, and 
neither hides us from it nor it from us; a society of citizens who admit that 
they are needy and vulnerable, and who discard the grandiose demands for 
omnipotence and completeness that have been at the heart of so much 
human misery, both public and private.’ (17)





Disgust

• Out of disgust, comes the impossible demand for purity, and punishment 

and scapegoating of minority groups

• ‘its thought-content is typically unreasonable, embodying magical ideas of 

contamination, and impossible aspirations to purity, immortality, and 

nonanimality, that are just not in line with human life as we know it’. (14)

• Disgust conditions our basic sense of self and world. We attempt to conceal 

what is intimate; while society attempts to shield and partition away what 

is disgusting, e.g. dealing with human waste, corpses, or rotten meat. But 

this also bears on how ‘most societies teach the avoidance of certain 

groups of people as physically disgusting’. (72)
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Disgust

• Leon Kass: ‘the wisdom of repugnance’; disgust ‘may be the only voice 
left that speaks up to defend the central core of our humanity’.

• Dan Kahan: disgust is ‘essential to perceiving and condemning cruelty’.

• Feature of fascist writing, e.g. Ernst Junger, or Klaus Theweleit: 
a striving to leave behind the animal (often female body), in favour of 
a masculine new body made of energy and steel

• Nussbaum: ‘If ideals of respect and reciprocity are to have a chance of 
prevailing, they must contend against the forces of narcissism and 
misanthropy that these emotions so frequently involve’ (322)



‘More generally, by reflecting on the deep difficulties in human life that 
prompt the reliance on disgust and shame as public sentiments, we 
have begun to see at least the outlines of some capacities that a liberal 
society should cherish and further develop: 

the ability to enjoy relations of interdependence, rather than 
domination; the ability to acknowledge incompleteness, animality, and 
mortality in oneself and in others. 

Through public education and the general crafting of public institutions 
and a public culture, a society can do much to encourage these 
capacities and discourage those that lead to unequal and hierarchical 
social relations.’ – Nussbaum, 348





The politics of disgust

• An article in the New Republic makes a link between Trump’s frequent 
disgust at minorities and women, often in very dehumanising terms, 
and the popularity of disgust among right-wing conservative voters

• “It’s coming from more than Mexico … It’s coming from all over South 
and Latin America, and it’s coming probably—probably—from the 
Middle East. … The U.S. has become a dumping ground for everybody 
else’s problems.”

• “People are pouring across the southern border,” Trump says. “I will 
build a wall. It will be a great wall. People will not come in unless they 
come in legally. Drugs will not pour through that wall.” 

• Iran nuclear deal “horrible, disgusting, absolutely incompetent.”







Next week… Anger and Forgiveness

• What role should anger as an emotion have in public and political life?

• We will explore Nussbaum’s recent 2016 Anger and Forgiveness: 
Resentment, Generosity, Justice

• Steeped in interesting and original philosophical discussion, this book in my 
view is a return to form!

• Please read Chapter 2

• I think it is very likely that the remaining classes this term will be cancelled. 
Therefore, I will be in touch soon to discuss holding our classes online. This 
is viable, and I think I may have a good way to hold a discussion class 
remotely – await more soon

• Questions and thoughts to Dan.Taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk
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