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Summary

Objectives

Herein the authors review the literature on humiliation, focusing 
on the relationship with psychopathology and neuroscience.

Methods 

A literature search was conducted on Pubmed and Google 
Scholar using “humiliation”, “psychopathology”, “social neuro-
science” and “social neurobiology” as key words. 

Results

Twenty-nine internationally published articles were found.

Conclusions

The paucity of studies demonstrate an overall lack of interest 
in Neuroscience and Psychopathology research for humiliation, 
even if several investigations have found humiliation to be an 
important risk factor that is linked to an increase in and main-
tenance of mental disorders. Further research on humiliation is 
encouraged. 
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Introduction

Humiliation is a social emotion that has an important 
negative influence on the person and his social dynam-
ics (family, school, work), and should therefore be con-
sidered as dangerous for mental health  1-3, although it 
has not been extensively studied from a clinical stand-
point. Linda Hartling affirmed that the reason for this 
likely lies in the fact that several important psychological 
theories on human personality have minimised, omit-
ted or negated certain forms of humiliating experiences 
since they were not explainable with theories of intra-
psychic and individualistic personality matrices due to 
their interpersonal origin 2. Other reasons for the lack of 
overall interest include the possibility to confuse humili-
ation with other emotions, and to not even consider it 
as an emotion 1-3. An additional motivation is that some 
humiliating emotions are profoundly embedded in soci-
ety and can be shared by all: the sufferer often does not 
react, and passively accepts humiliation, which is con-
sidered to be necessary for maintaining an equilibrium 
in the home, school or workplace 2 3. Herein, following 
a definition of humiliation, the authors will explore its 
relationships with psychopathology and neuroscience, 

with the intention of stimulating greater interest in this 
“excluded” emotion.

What is humiliation?
It is possible to understand humiliation by referring to the 
underlying relational components. According to the hy-
pothesis of Klein, there are at least three interpretations of 
the dynamics of humiliation: humiliator, witness and vic-
tim (humiliated). Between the humiliated and he who hu-
miliates, there is a difference on a social level that favours 
the strongest, but which degrades, confuses and renders 
one vulnerable to humiliation; one feels helpless and de-
prived of identity. Statman has explored the characteristics 
of these two protagonists, defining the humiliated as one 
who is unable to render himself independent of others out 
of acceptance and respect for oneself. The person com-
mitting the act of humiliation has the intention to benefit 
from the humiliation of others. The intention of the lat-
ter is a fundamental requisite for the act of humiliation 4. 
Gerson goes beyond the definition of Klein to consider 
the consequences of humiliation, which are not only at an 
individual level, but at a social level as well. He sustains, 
in fact, that it is not only the positive image of oneself that 
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feat. In this regard, Torres affirms that the loss or lack of 
reaching a social role within a community can render the 
humiliated a nullity within the community  9. In fact, as 
reported by Gilbert, an individual without a proper social 
role in a community cannot continue to live without it, 
as there are fewer objectives and resources to allow for 
continuation 10. Kendler adds that to be the recipient of 
humiliation in important social situations is the equiva-
lent of receiving a lower position in the social hierarchy, 
provoking a sensation of entrapment without the possibil-
ity of resolution 11. 
Lastly, humiliation must be distinguished from other 
emotions with which it shares some characteristics. Ac-
cording to the hypothesis of Klein, humiliation is often 
confused with shame. In both, an individual lives a sit-
uation as either humiliating or shameful, and in both 
cases the self pervades in its entirety resulting in simi-
lar responses such as the sensation of being helpless, 
as claimed by Leidner 1. However, humiliation is more 
focused on the interaction between the individual who 
is constrained to an inferior position. In shame, there 
is greater negative self-reflection, while humiliation is 
completely dependent on interpersonal interactions. 
Even the evaluation that the individual makes about the 
emotion is different, since shame is felt when an individ-
ual has a behaviour that is not consistent with one’s own 
ideals, as seen by both oneself and others, and in this 
case is perceived as being appropriate and egosyntonic. 
Meanwhile, during the humiliation dynamics, humili-
ated people feel humiliation as a undeserved and ego-
dystonic emotion, because humiliated people undergo 
negative judgments on their person and not on their be-
havior. Klein stresses that humiliation and guilt seem to 
be linked by a causal relation. From an interpersonal 
standpoint, the two emotions share transgression against 
another person, which can negatively influence the re-
lationship. Moreover, if an individual feels helpless fol-
lowing humiliation, it is likely that in the future he will 
feel guilty for not having been able to defend himself. 
This sense of guilt can negatively influence the ability of 
the individual to affront future humiliations 3. Anger may 
be the ideal reaction to humiliation since the individual 
feels that the humiliation is not deserved, although an-
ger requires an energy to react that the individual does 
not have, since he feels helpless, as in shame. It is likely 
that the sense of helplessness causes a delay in the re-
action towards the individual causing the humiliation 
that may occur immediately in the anger as defined by 
Leidner, but which may manifest later as aggressiveness 
and violence, overcoming the intensity of the initial an-
ger 1. In individuals with paranoid personality disorders 
and in subjects with paranoid psychoses, anger repre-
sents one of the possible reactions in a situation that is 
perceived as dangerous and potentially humiliating (see 

is injured, but also the positive image that the others have 
of the humiliated that is at the basis of the negative conse-
quences that the humiliated fears 5. The third component 
in the dynamics of humiliation, according to Klein, is that 
witnesses of the act of humiliation can flee for the fear to 
be humiliated as well; the fear of humiliation has a strong 
influence on human behaviour that can provoke avoid-
ance in certain social situations considered at risk 3. 
Leider affirms that the consequences of humiliation are 
more important when there is a greater difference be-
tween the bargaining power of the person who commits 
an act of humiliation and the humiliated and the num-
ber of witnesses  1. Humiliating situations include, ac-
cording to Klein, being made fun of, made to be submis-
sive, insulted, harshly criticised, being unfairly exclud-
ed from activities, discrimination due to sex, race, age, 
religion or mental or physical disability. At a scholastic 
level, the most common form of humiliation is bully-
ing, while that in the workplace is referred to as mob-
bing. Metzer specifies that bullying is not an act that 
has negative consequences only for childhood or ado-
lescence, but that the experience of suffering a humilia-
tion predisposes the individual to experience depression 
and hopelessness, which are factors for increased risk of 
suicide 6. Duffy, considering the relation between mob-
bing and humiliation, describes the victim of mobbing 
as a person, who due to his competencies, work abili-
ties, intelligence and dedication to work, is psychologi-
cally abused by peers and managers through isolation 
or being assigned degrading tasks. The consequences of 
psychological abuse are similar to those described by 
Klein, as long as the individual feels undervalued, de-
graded and without an identity in the workplace. Duffy, 
as does Klein, highlights that mobbing, considered as a 
humiliating dynamic, has the objective of maintaining 
a pre-existing hierarchy, and annihilating those who are 
perceived as a threat 7. Silver, in contrast to the above-
cited authors, affirms that the individual is humiliated 
not only if maltreated, ignored or controlled but also if 
he is helped or pitied by others, if this can diminish the 
personal value  8. Both Klein and Silver share the idea 
that beyond a microsocial level, humiliation is also uti-
lised to control social minorities as a form of oppression 
in international conflicts, where a recurrent humiliating 
dynamic can be considered as “mass” rape. 
An additional reflection by Klein is on the relationship 
between humiliation and its social role, or the role that 
it has in social relations. According to Klein, maintaining 
a stable social role is part of human development and 
psychological well-being in moments of crisis. He adds, 
however, that our present social system is characterised 
by competition and humiliating relations between the 
winner and loser. These dynamics can negatively influ-
ence the social role and provoke sensations of social de-



254

A. Collazzoni et al.

Humiliating experiences are regarded as a source for 
depression in both men  15 and women  16. In particular, 
individuals who are humiliated by people with higher so-
cial standing can perceive the loss of a social role and 
feel penalised. The consequent humiliation is linked to a 
strong risk of the onset of depressive episodes 9 11 16. The 
onset of depression may be caused by the breakup of a 
love relationship decided by one’s partner or caused by 
delinquent actions made by close relatives (other humili-
ation dynamics) 15 16. A humiliating experience, present 
or past, for example bullying, can lead an individual to 
lose future hopes with an increased risk of suicide 2 3 6 9. 
The fear of living a humiliating and embarrassing experi-
ence can influence the behaviour of people with social 
phobia. Indeed, some individuals tend to avoid situations 
considered at-risk for humiliation 17. Avoidance of such 
situations can also be influenced by the fear of receiving 
humiliation 2 3. 

below). Table I lists several definitions and descriptions 
of humiliation.

Humiliation and psychopathology 

Humiliation is a very powerful social emotion that can 
easily influence an individual. It is undeniable that there 
is a close relationship between humiliation and psycho-
pathology, even if the available data is limited. In some 
cases, humiliation can be considered aetiopathological, 
while in other cases it can be considered as a conse-
quence of a mental disorder 12. Obviously, not everyone 
who is humiliated will develop a mental disorder, and 
various factors related and unrelated to the humiliation 
(e.g. frequency and intensity) must be considered such 
as the level of individual resilience, given that humili-
ation can be considered a social stress factor  13, while 
increased resilience is a protective factor 14. 

Table I. 
Primary definitions of humiliation. Principali definizioni di umiliazione.

Author Year Definition

Klein DC 1991 Humiliating dynamics: the collection of behaviour associated with the experience of 
humiliation (academic failure, mental disorder, family arguments, racism, rape, etc.)

Statman D 2000 Humiliation arises from the inability of the individual to be independent from 
others in accepting and respecting oneself. People who humiliate others take 
advantage of this situation and try to diminish the self-respect of the humiliated 
individual through rejection, exclusion and attempts at submission. The victim 
will be humiliated only if there is explicit intention to humiliate

Gerson S 2011 The humiliating experience is harmful to the humiliated in that he fears that his 
social image is negatively influenced

Leidner B, Sheikh H, Ginges J 2012 The term humiliation is used to explain a collection of interpersonal negative 
behaviour, caused by academic failures, family quarrels and psychological prob-
lems. The greater the difference in social status between the person who humili-
ates, the greater the suffering

Meltzer H, Vostanis P, Ford T, et al. 2011 Humiliating experiences at school during childhood can provoke a sense of en-
trapment and long-lasting desperation over the lifetime of an individual

Duffy M, Sperry L 2007 Mobbing is non-sexual abuse by colleagues or superiors at work who have the 
intention to eliminate an individual from the workplace. Mobbing provokes hu-
miliation, devaluation, discredit and loss of professional reputation

Silver M, Conte P, Miceli M, et al. 1986 An instrument for social control, present in everyday life, which undermines the 
sense of identity of an individual. The individual is not humiliated only if mal-
treated, but also if helped and pitied

Torres WJ, Bergner RM 2010 An individual is humiliated when he attempts to maintain or reach a particular 
status through specific actions, but fails due to the intervention of people with a 
higher social status. The humiliation will be more damaging when the failure is 
rendered public to several people

Gilbert P, Irons C, Olsen K, et al. 2006 When an individual is humiliated he experiences a lowering in his social role, 
and thus both resources and objectives are at risk

Kendler KS, Hettema JS, Butera F, et al. 2003 A sense of devaluation on an individual and social levels, usually resulting from 
relationship rejection or a sense of failure in a social role 
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very destructively since they threaten the respect and 
social prestige at the foundations of self-esteem. When 
confronted with humiliating events, an individual with 
grandiose narcissism can have a violent reaction towards 
those responsible for humiliation in order to preserve self-
esteem 21. Specifically, grandiose narcissism is associated 
with higher levels of humiliation following events that 
occur in public, while vulnerable narcissism is generally 
associated with higher levels of humiliation following 
events that transpire in private situations where only a few 
people, especially family members, are present. 
Being exposed can be especially important to people 
with high levels of grandiose narcissism due to their de-
sire to be respected and admired by others. In particular, 
grandiose narcissism can be associated with sensitivity to 
humiliating events that occur in public as they can un-
dermine ones social reputation and admiration of oth-
ers, which is so desperately needed. On the contrary, if 
humiliating events occur in a private setting they would 
not be seen as negative since there would be no threat to 
self-esteem by others. 
Therefore, humiliation can be considered as a social con-
struct of considerable importance in the pathophysiology 
and maintenance of mental disorders. Future research 
should hold greater consideration for this emotion in order 
to better understand various disorders in a clinical setting.

Neuroscientific perspectives in humiliation
During the last decades, the interest in humiliation has 
involved mostly clinical and social psychology. The over-
all interest in neural systems and neurobiology of social 
behaviour has created a new line of research in social 
neurosciences, allowing for better understanding of the 
link between neurobiology and social psychology. Even 
humiliation, and in particular the resulting “social pain’, 
has been investigated. Some investigators hold that social 
pain can be defined as an emotional reaction to a humili-
ating situation, and that is has the same neurobiological 
basis as physical pain 24. Physical pain has two compo-
nents: sensory and affective. The former – or the intensity, 
duration and localisation – is processed by the primary 
somatosensorial cortex (S1), secondary somatosensorial 
cortex (S2) and the posterior insula. The affective compo-
nent – or the suffering and anxiety provoked by pain – is 
processed by the dorsal part of the anterior cingulate cor-
tex (dACC) and the anterior insula 25. 
An initial study on social pain examined the reaction 
of a group of subjects to an experimental task involving 
social exclusion. In particular, subjects were scanned 
with functional magnetic resonance while playing a vir-
tual ball tossing game (cyberball). People were made 
to believe that they were playing with other people via 
internet, but in reality were playing with the computer. 

An explicative model of paranoia involves both embar-
rassment and humiliation. Paranoia can be considered as 
a defence mechanism against feelings of interiority and 
the fear of humiliation, in both paranoid personality dis-
order 18 19 and paranoid psychoses 20. Paranoia is activated 
in situations in which the non-paranoid individual feels 
shame or responsibility for some negative performed ac-
tions, but instead of feeling these emotions, the paranoid 
individual interprets the situations as dangerous for one’s 
own person because he is afraid that these situations may 
be the source of humiliating criticism 18 19. It is possible 
that the paranoid individual confuses the emotion of 
shame (internal emotion) and humiliation (external emo-
tion), and “chooses” the latter, reacting with anger and 
indignation towards others and the external world 3 18 19. 
Paranoia is linked to previous emotional stress, and is 
characterised by former negative interpersonal experi-
ences, isolation and bullying 20. This type of experience 
conditions the belief of the individual regarding self (vul-
nerable), the others (potentially dangerous) and the world 
(malicious), thus facilitating the formation of suspicious 
thoughts 18 20. In fact, the lack of trust in others, not want-
ing to share and discuss one’s emotions and the onset of 
social isolation lead the individual to not communicate 
feelings of perceived threats to others; he broods and re-
flects on his own, thus preventing the disconfirmation of 
the origin of persecution. Such a condition can provoke 
formation of a cognitive biases like “jumping to conclu-
sions” in psychotic paranoid subjects. In fact, this can 
lead the individual to draw the wrong conclusions about 
social situations as it does not allow sufficient informa-
tion to be gathered 20. The link between humiliation and 
psychosis is also related to the assessment that schizo-
phrenic patients have with their disease. A severe mental 
disorder is seen as a loss of a social role and as a failure; 
events related to the disease, such as hospitalisation, are 
thus seen as humiliating. When taken together, such dis-
ease-related situations can be a source of depression 12. 
To exposure to humiliating situations in public seems 
to be a central component in a “pathologic” narcissistic 
personality  21. This type of personality is characterised 
by a feeling of grandiosity and vulnerability that the in-
dividual can express either together or individually in al-
ternate phases. Grandiose narcissism is characterised by 
exhibitionism, arrogance and by feeling entitled to exploit 
others. In contrast to grandiose narcissism, vulnerable 
narcissism is characterised by feelings of inferiority, low 
self-esteem, desperation and an interpersonal tendency 
of submission  22 23. Humiliation plays an important role 
in the response of individuals with pathologic forms of 
narcissism to negative events. Indeed, in grandiose narcis-
sism, the strong desire for respect and admiration from 
others is linked to self-esteem. In this light, negative events 
such as failure and social rejection can be experienced 
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constructs, risk and psychopathological protection. Ad-
ditional investigations on humiliation could help to better 
understand the relationship dynamics that favour the on-
set of some mental disorders. Improved knowledge of the 
dynamics of humiliation may also be useful in order for 
its avoidance in a variety of situations (school, workplace, 
family) and to minimise the negative effects that it can 
have on an individual. Future studies on the neurobio-
logical characteristics of the consequences of humiliation 
would be of interest through the use of tasks that probe 
a variety of humiliating situations to further evaluate the 
entity and areas of cerebral activation. 
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