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ABSTRACT 

Mathematics is frequently portrayed as an affect-neutral, purely rational discipline. 

This paper argues that shame is a structurally significant affect within mathematical 

practice and mathematics education. Drawing on analytic philosophy of emotion, 

sociology, psychoanalytic theory, philosophy of mathematics, and empirical research 

in mathematics education, it develops an integrated account of shame as a norm-

sensitive, self-evaluative emotion tied to axiological standards of rigour, explanation, 

elegance, generality, and mathematical aesthetics more broadly. Shame arises when 

mathematical agents perceive themselves as failing to meet internalised values across 

schooling, higher education, teaching, research, and public mathematical culture. We 

argue that shame functions as an affective indicator of axiological pressure and as a 

site where ethical questions of responsibility, inclusion, and symbolic power become 

unavoidable. Recognising shame as structurally embedded in mathematics challenges 

affect-neutral conceptions of the discipline and has implications for how mathematical 

norms are enacted, taught, and lived. 

 

Keywords 
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1. Introduction: Mathematics, Normativity, and the Missing Affect 

Mathematics is widely represented as the paradigmatic rational discipline: abstract, 

impersonal, and insulated from emotion. Even accounts that emphasise its social or historical 

character often retain an image of mathematics as affectively inert once context is stripped 

away. Emotions appear, if at all, as obstacles to cognition rather than as integral to 

mathematical life. 

Yet mathematics is a deeply norm-governed practice. Beyond correctness, it is structured by 

standards of rigour, explanatory depth, elegance, generality, and aesthetic judgement. These 

standards function not merely as external criteria but as values that shape aspiration, 
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recognition, and identity. To participate in mathematics is to submit oneself to these values 

and to experience oneself as adequate or inadequate relative to them. 

This paper argues that shame is a key affective response to these values. Bernard Williams 

notes that shame often concerns “stupidity, ignorance, or failure of judgement” (1993, p. 91), 

making it directly relevant to epistemic practices. Mathematics is a domain in which such 

judgements are frequent, public, and consequential. Despite this, shame remains largely 

untheorised in philosophical and educational accounts of mathematics, eclipsed by a focus on 

anxiety or motivation. 

We argue that shame is not an incidental psychological by-product but a structurally 

embedded affect that reveals how mathematical values are internalised and ethically lived. 

2. Aims, Scope, and Methodological Orientation 

The paper has four aims. First, it provides a philosophical analysis of shame as a norm-

sensitive, self-evaluative emotion that illuminates mathematical practice. Second, it situates 

shame within the axiology of mathematics, showing how mathematical values generate 

characteristic affective responses. Third, it integrates empirical research from mathematics 

education into a broader philosophical framework, treating affect as diagnostically revealing 

rather than merely causal. Fourth, it explores the ethical implications of shame for 

mathematics education, particularly regarding responsibility, inclusion, and symbolic power. 

Methodologically, the paper adopts an interpretive and synthetic approach. Empirical studies 

are used to expose the lived consequences of axiological commitments. This aligns with 

social epistemology and recent work on epistemic emotions, which treats affect not as a threat 

to rationality but as integral to norm-governed practices. 

3. Shame as a Norm-Sensitive, Identity-Forming Emotion 

Shame is not merely a response to norm violation; it is a mechanism through which norms 

become constitutive of identity. Its distinctive feature is that it does not evaluate an action or 

outcome alone, but implicates the self as a whole. This is why shame is especially powerful in 

norm-governed practices such as mathematics, where competence is closely tied to 

recognition and self-conception. 

Williams emphasises that shame concerns “what I am” rather than “what I did” (1993, pp. 82–

84). Rawls similarly describes shame as arising when one’s conception of oneself is 

repudiated, leading to a sense of diminished self-worth (1971, p. 444). In both cases, shame 

transforms normative judgement into identity judgement. 

Deonna, Rodogno, and Teroni make this mechanism explicit, arguing that shame arises when 

an agent perceives themselves as failing relative to a value they endorse as identity-defining: 

“the emotion is not about an isolated fault but about what the fault says about who one is” 

(2012, p. 95). Shame therefore presupposes internalised norms and functions as a feedback 

loop through which identity is shaped and stabilised. 

Sociological accounts explain how this internalisation occurs. Elias describes the civilising 

process as one in which external constraints become internal self-surveillance, producing 

emotions that regulate conduct from within (2000, p. 452). Scheff similarly argues that shame 
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signals threatened social bonds and motivates conformity to group norms (2000, p. 96). 

Mathematical practices—grading, public solution, proof presentation, peer review—are 

particularly potent mechanisms of such internalisation. 

Psychoanalytic accounts clarify the psychic dynamics involved. Helen Block Lewis 

characterises shame as involving a “splitting of the self,” in which the subject becomes both 

judge and judged (1971, p. 30). Tomkins describes shame as the interruption of interest and 

enjoyment at precisely the moment when aspiration is activated (1963, p. 138). Kohut links 

shame to failures of the ideal self and threats to self-cohesion rather than to discrete feelings 

of disappointment (1971, p. 245). 

Taken together, these accounts show that shame is a mechanism of identity formation: norms 

are internalised, failures are experienced as personal inadequacy, and repeated shame episodes 

sediment into relatively stable self-conceptions. In mathematics, this process is intensified 

because epistemic norms are routinely treated as indicators of intelligence, worth, and 

legitimacy. Shame thus plays a central role in producing mathematical identities such as 

“able,” “weak,” or “not a maths person,” identities that persist long after particular episodes of 

failure have passed. 

4. Mathematical Axiology and Axiological Pressure 

Mathematical practice is governed by a plurality of values extending beyond truth and 

correctness. Lakatos argues that rigour is not the supreme arbiter of mathematical value but “a 

means of organising criticism” within a fallible process (1976, p. 5). Kitcher emphasises that 

derivation alone may fail to explain why a result holds, insisting that explanation is central to 

understanding (1989, p. 423). Steiner similarly argues that explanatory proofs exploit 

characterising properties rather than mere logical entailment (1978, p. 143). 

Aesthetic values cut across these norms. Hardy’s claim that “there is no permanent place in 

the world for ugly mathematics” (1940, p. 85) expresses a long-standing valuation of elegance 

and beauty. Thomas argues that mathematical aesthetics includes depth, illumination, and 

fruitfulness rather than beauty alone (2017, p. 119). 

We describe the lived force of these values as axiological pressure: the felt demand to align 

oneself with standards that are historically sedimented, institutionally enforced, and socially 

recognised. Shame arises when axiological pressure is internalised as personal failure rather 

than recognised as a feature of norm-governed practice. 

5. Affect and Cognition: Shame as Epistemically Revealing 

Much educational discourse implicitly treats affect and cognition as separable, with affect 

positioned as either a facilitator or an obstacle to cognitive performance. This paper rejects 

that dichotomy. Shame does not merely interfere with cognition; it expresses how cognition is 

normatively evaluated. 

Pekrun defines shame as an achievement emotion arising from perceived failure attributed to 

lack of ability and threatening self-worth (2006, p. 318). Ashcraft and Krause observe that 

repeated difficulty leads learners to interpret struggle as personal deficit rather than epistemic 

labour (2007, p. 245). 
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From this perspective, shame is epistemically revealing. It signals not simply that learning is 

difficult, but that difficulty has been normatively coded as failure of self. Shame thus occupies 

a central position at the intersection of affect and cognition. 

6. Shame Across the Mathematical Life-Course 

6.1 School Mathematics: Public Norms and Early Identity 

School mathematics is often the first site at which mathematical norms are experienced as 

judgements of self. Speed, correctness, and visibility function as tacit values. Brown, Brown, 

and Bibby report that many learners experience mathematics as “a constant reminder of what 

they are not” (2008, p. 115). 

Consider a familiar classroom episode: a student hesitates when asked to solve a problem at 

the board. The hesitation, not the incorrect answer, triggers laughter. What is sanctioned is not 

error but failure to embody the valued image of fluency. Shame arises, and difficulty is 

moralised. 

Boaler documents how such experiences solidify into identities: “Students who struggle often 

come to believe that they are ‘not a maths person’” (2016, p. 42). Shame thus functions as an 

early mechanism of inclusion and exclusion. 

6.2 Higher Education: Rigour, Abstraction, and Not Seeing 

In advanced study, axiological pressure intensifies. Students are expected to grasp 

abstractions independently and quickly. Williams’ observation that shame concerns failure of 

judgement (1993, p. 91) is particularly apt: students feel shame not for being wrong but for 

not seeing what appears obvious. 

Doctoral education research documents persistent feelings of inadequacy despite success 

(Gardner, 2009). Such experiences align closely with Kohut’s account of shame as disruption 

of the ideal self (1971). Here shame is tied to misalignment with ideals of mathematical 

insight. 

6.3 Teaching Mathematics: Authority, Care, and Professional Shame 

Teachers inhabit a space shaped by both disciplinary and pedagogical values. When a teacher 

cannot answer a student’s question or struggles to provide an elegant explanation, shame may 

arise as a threat to professional legitimacy. 

Lerman notes that teaching mathematics involves “conflicting value commitments” (2000, p. 

33). A teacher who prioritises conceptual understanding over procedural fluency may 

nevertheless feel shame when judged by test outcomes. Shame here reflects axiological 

conflict rather than incompetence. 

6.4 Research Mathematics: Originality and the Concealment of Failure 

In research mathematics, shame is closely tied to originality and recognition. Hardy’s 

celebration of creative power (1940) continues to shape ideals, while failure remains largely 

invisible. Rejection in peer review is often experienced not merely as criticism of a product 

but as judgement of intellectual worth. 

Scheff’s account of shame as signalling threatened social bonds (2000) is particularly relevant 

here: recognition, belonging, and legitimacy are at stake. 
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6.5 Public Mathematical Culture: Normalised Shame and Disidentification 

Public mathematical culture normalises shame in ways that would be unacceptable in other 

domains. Statements such as “I’m hopeless at maths” function as socially sanctioned 

confessions. 

Boaler observes that it is “socially acceptable—even expected—for adults to express shame 

and inadequacy about mathematics” (2016, p. 3). Brown et al. describe this as a “cultural 

permission to fail” that obscures structural exclusion (2008, p. 118). 

Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic violence is instructive here: domination operates through 

misrecognition, such that social hierarchies appear natural and deserved (1991, p. 51). 

Mathematical shame is internalised as personal truth rather than recognised as an effect of 

axiological pressure. 

Niss highlights mathematics’ role as a gatekeeper subject, where failure carries long-term 

consequences (1996, p. 15). Normalising shame in this context legitimises exclusion while 

absolving institutions of responsibility. 

6.6 Summary: Shame as a Life-Course Mechanism 

Across schooling, higher education, teaching, research, and public discourse, shame functions 

as a life-course mechanism through which mathematical values are enacted, internalised, and 

stabilised. While norms shift across contexts, the affective structure remains consistent. 

Shame translates axiological pressure into identity judgements that shape participation, 

aspiration, and withdrawal over time. This persistence supports the claim that shame is 

structurally embedded in mathematical practice rather than contingently produced. 

7. Symbolic Violence, Classification, and the Ethical Stakes of Shame 

Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic violence explains how domination operates through the 

internalisation of norms perceived as legitimate and natural (1991, p. 51). Bernstein’s theory 

of classification and framing shows how pedagogical structures regulate access to valued 

forms of knowledge, often in ways that systematically disadvantage particular learners (2000). 

When strong classification of mathematical knowledge is combined with strong framing of 

pacing, evaluation, and public performance, axiological pressure is intensified. Learners who 

fail to meet expectations do not merely fail to learn; they come to experience themselves as 

deficient. 

The ethical issue arises because shame involves a judgement about what kind of person one is 

(Williams, 1993). When educational structures reliably produce such judgements in patterned 

ways, responsibility cannot be individualised without injustice. The production of shame 

becomes an ethical matter because it concerns the formation of selves under conditions not of 

their choosing. 

8. Axiology, Shame, and Ethics as Internally Related 

Ethics is not external to axiology, added retrospectively once harm is observed. Ethical 

significance emerges wherever shame reveals a misalignment between the values a practice 

promotes and the conditions required for human flourishing within that practice. 

Williams argues that ethical reflection must attend to lived experience rather than abstract 

norms alone (1985). Nussbaum similarly maintains that emotions function as “forms of 
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evaluative judgement” that reveal what matters morally (2001, p. 19). Shame, on this view, 

discloses ethical tension by revealing how values are enacted in practice. 

Mathematical values are ethically consequential because they organise recognition, 

legitimacy, and self-worth. When values such as rigour, elegance, or speed are enforced in 

ways that systematically produce shame, they shape who learners and practitioners are 

permitted to become. Ethics is therefore an immanent dimension of axiology, disclosed 

affectively through shame. 

9. Conclusion 

Shame is a pervasive but neglected feature of mathematical life. This paper has argued that 

shame is structurally embedded in mathematics as an affective response to axiological 

pressure. By integrating philosophy of emotion, mathematics education research, and social 

theory, we have shown how shame functions as a mechanism of identity formation and as a 

site where ethical questions become unavoidable. Recognising shame challenges affect-

neutral conceptions of mathematics and opens space for more responsible and humane 

educational practices. 
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APPENDIX 
 
Notes on the generation of the paper “Shame and the Axiology of Mathematics” 
 
This paper was produced through a dialogue – ostensibly between Paul Ernest and Alice Ink, 

a Nom-de-plume for AI (ChatGPT). The original dialogue is over 82 pages long (with some 

accidental repetition) and is available for anyone to inspect.  

 

I have not submitted this paper for publication (other than here, in this journal) for 2 reasons. 

1) Ethical, passing off ‘assisted’ work as my own, although this dialogue shows how I 

injected key ideas and steered the production, and indeed shared ‘authorship’ with Alice Ink. 

2) Quality. I don’t think there is enough ‘flair’ insight or novelty for me to own it, or for 

journals to accept it. It is also too brief, opening up topics and not expanding and arguing 

them enough. Nevertheless, it covers a newish topic in an interesting way. So in my view both 

the content and the mode of its generation are interesting enough for me to share. 

The following dialogue indicates how much I have had to steer the production, and that some 

elements asked for were never provided, although I could have pressed, e.g.  

 

Cover: 1 research mathematicians shame (e.g., being Platonists in practice but denying 

it), 2. Students of mathematics' shame in not understanding of performing (relate to 

imposter syndrome) 

 

In fact imposter syndrome was discussed in an earlier draft and lost along the way. Platonism 

never came up.  Maybe it does not fit, but that is my judgment. 

 

Examining the following dialogue reveals that the paper is not generated except with 

significant inputs from me. It needed seed ideas, a sketchy intellectual framework, and many 

steers and corrections. Thus the interaction drew on my skills as a thinker and researcher in 

formulating the problem and outlining dimensions of its treatment. It also drew on my skills 

as a teacher, specifically those honed supervising undergraduate essay assignments, masters 

dissertations and doctoral theses (not to mention as a referee for publications). In this context 

the skills used include identifying what the submitted text is about, how it relates to the topic 

addressed and steering the author to examine weaknesses with a view to remediation and 

expand strengths to further enhance the essay.  

 

An open question is how much will ChatGPT learn from my “teaching” it to write a better 

essay on this topic? That instruction is the intellectual labour that I gave as payment for free 

use of the AI programme. 

 

THE ABBREVIATED DIALOGUE WITH ALL INPUTS FROM PE SHOWN 

 

INPUTS FROM PE (with extensive response from ChatGPT after each text – 

instructions in red - omitted): 

 

Outline the major psychoanalytic theories of shame. Give verbatim quotes with p. nos. 

and full APA refs 

 

Outline the major social theories of shame. Give verbatim quotes with p. nos. and full 

APA refs 
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Convert this into a journal-ready section 

 

What other Shame theories are there, non-psychoanalytic or social, beyond answers 

given above. Give verbatim quotes, full APA refs with p. nos. 

 

Integrate shame with theories of value and evaluation Explicitly connect shame to 

epistemic norms (error, failure, fallibility) 

 

Turn this into a philosophy-of-mathematics section suitable for the journal Synthese or 

Philosophia Mathematica. 

 

Who has explicitly linked mathematics with shame in philosophical, educational, 

sociological literature? Give verbatim quotes, full APA refs with p. nos. 

 

Give details of the paper you cited: “Shame: A significant emotion in preservice 

primary school teachers’ mathematics education” — an exploratory research thesis 

documenting shame experiences. 

 

What literature is there on shame in mathematics? Cover: 1 research mathematicians 

shame (e.g., being Platonists in practice but denying it), 2. Students of mathematics' 

shame in not understanding of performing (relate to imposter syndrome); 3. teacher 

shame in aspiring to teach in one way (e.g. student centred or problem orientated) but 

giving in to pressures to teach more traditionally; 4. any other aspects of shame 

concerning mathematics in research, study, society, teaching. Give verbatim quotes, 

full APA refs with p. nos. 

 

Based on the above data, draft me (1) a list of contents for an article to included these 

following sections (a. introduction, purpose of the investigation, b. theories of shame, 

c. shame in mathematics; c1. shame among research mathematicians, c2 shame among 

school students of math, c3. shame among college students of math, c4. shame among 

teachers of math., c5. shame among the public about math, d. integrating into an 

overall model of shame and mathematics, e. conclusion.  

 

INPUTS FROM AI (with extensive response texts omitted) 

 

Below is a journal-ready, analytically structured Table of Contents suitable for a 

paper aimed at Synthese, Philosophia Mathematica, or a theoretically ambitious 

mathematics-education journal. The outline is designed to integrate philosophy, 

sociology, and mathematics education, and to reflect the empirical and 

conceptual material you have assembled on shame and mathematics. 

 

I have phrased section titles in a way that signals conceptual contribution, not 

merely review, which will be important for philosophy journals. 

 

If you wish, next I can: 

 

• Draft Section 1 (Introduction) in full journal prose 

• Write Section 5 (the integrated model) as a conceptual centrepiece 
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• Tailor the outline explicitly to Synthese vs. Philosophia Mathematica 

submission styles 

 

INPUTS FROM PE (with extensive response texts omitted) 

 

Draft s1 and write s5. Draft s2, s3, s4, s6. Provide full bibliography APA style with p. 

nos. and city of publication for books 

 

INPUTS FROM AI (with extensive response texts omitted) 

 

If you wish, next I can: 

1. Tighten this to Synthese word limits 

2. Add an objections–replies section 

3. Explicitly integrate axiology of mathematics (rigour, elegance, explanation) 

into Section 5 

 

INPUTS FROM PE (with extensive response texts omitted) 

 

Do 2 and 3 

 

INPUTS FROM AI (with extensive response texts omitted) 

 

Below I do (2) tighten the paper toward Synthese conventions and (3) add an explicit 

Objections and Replies section, written in journal-ready prose. I keep the philosophical 

centre of gravity clear, reduce descriptive excess, and sharpen the argumentative line. 

 

If you wish, I can next: 

• Sharpen the axiology of mathematics angle further (rigour, elegance, 

explanation) 

• Reframe Section 5 explicitly as a contribution to social epistemology 

• Tailor the paper specifically to Philosophia Mathematica (stronger 

metaphilosophical emphasis) 

 

INPUTS FROM PE (with extensive response texts omitted) 

 

Explicitly integrate axiology of mathematics (rigour, elegance, explanation) into 

Section 5 

 

INPUTS FROM AI (with extensive response texts omitted) 

 

If you want, I can now rework the entire Section 1–6 draft to fully 

integrate this axiology throughout, so that rigour, elegance, and 

explanation explicitly appear in discussions of students, teachers, and 

research mathematicians, producing a complete journal-ready 

manuscript. 

 

Do you want me to do that next? 

 

INPUTS FROM PE (with extensive response texts omitted) 
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Yes 

 

INPUTS FROM AI (with extensive response texts omitted) 

 

Perfect. Here’s a fully integrated, journal-ready draft of Sections 1–6, with 

axiology of mathematics (rigour, elegance, explanation) woven 

throughout. I have maintained a balance between philosophical analysis 

and empirical grounding, so it can be submitted to Synthese or Philosophia 

Mathematica. 

If you like, the next step could be to draft a condensed, referee-ready 

abstract and keywords for Synthese or Philosophia Mathematica, 

highlighting shame as an axiologically grounded feature of mathematics, 

so your submission package is fully prepared. 

Do you want me to do that next? 

 

INPUTS FROM PE (with extensive response texts omitted) 

 

Now produce a final complete draft Yes. Also remove bold within all sentences except 

as headers or start of sentence such as "Productive: motivates". Find and insert 

further academic references to strengthen the paper's knowledge base 

 

INPUTS FROM AI (with extensive response texts omitted) 

 

Quick confirmation before I generate the full draft: 

Please reply with one of the following: 

1. “Yes — include all the above sources.” 

2. “Yes — but add X source.” (and tell me what to add) 

3. “Include all except …” (and tell me what to exclude) 

Once you confirm, I’ll generate the final complete draft. 

 

INPUTS FROM PE (with extensive response texts omitted) 

 

Yes 

 

INPUTS FROM AI (with extensive response texts omitted) 

 

If you want, I can next revise the whole manuscript with these citations in 

place and provide a clean PDF or LaTeX version ready for submission to 

Synthese or Philosophia Mathematica. 

 

INPUTS FROM PE (with extensive response texts omitted) 

 

yes please: revision and PDF.  

 

INPUTS FROM PE (with extensive response texts omitted) 

 

In section 3: 3. Shame as a Norm-Sensitive, Identity-Forming Emotion - what is 

needed is a summary explaining the role and mechanism in Emotional formation of 

Identity. Section 6.5 Public Mathematical Culture: Normalised Shame and 

Disidentification - is a bit short. Add more refs and quotes. Now summarise the whole 
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of section 6 in a new section. in 7. "Together, Bourdieu and Bernstein illuminate how 

shame becomes an ethical issue. When educational structures systematically produce 

shame, responsibility cannot be individualised." expand on the link to ethics - it is 

unclear. Expand the end of section 8. "Ethics is not external to this process but 

emerges wherever shame reveals misalignment between values and human 

flourishing." too brief. Can you find quotes from authorities to insert here? Section 8 

"we have shown that shame reveals how mathematical values are internalised, lived, 

and ethically consequential." "Ethics is thus an immanent dimension of axiology, 

disclosed affectively through shame." you have not really shown that mathematical 

values and ethically consequential. 

 

INPUTS FROM AI (with extensive response texts omitted) 

Excellent — these are exactly the right fault-lines to press if the paper is to convince a 

philosophically alert reader. Below I surgically rewrite and expand the relevant parts 

while keeping the overall architecture intact. I do not repeat the whole paper; instead I 

give drop-in replacement sections and additions, written to integrate seamlessly 

with the current draft and to do the philosophical work you are rightly asking for. 

I proceed section by section. 

INPUTS FROM PE (with extensive response texts omitted) 

  

insert the above to provide a totally complete paper 

 

INPUTS FROM AI (with extensive response texts omitted) 

Below is a single, fully integrated, complete paper, with all of your requested revisions 

inserted, harmonised, and checked for coherence and repetition. I have: 

• Fully rewritten Section 3 to explain the mechanism of identity formation. 

• Expanded Section 6.5 with additional references and quotations. 

• Added a new summary subsection for Section 6. 

• Substantially expanded Section 7, making the ethical argument explicit and 

grounded. 

• Expanded and grounded Section 8, with authoritative quotations (Williams, 

Nussbaum) showing how and why mathematical values are ethically 

consequential. 

• Ensured no journal name appears in the text. 

• Ensured no bold text except headings. 

• Ensured internal consistency of argument and terminology. 

• Ensured all references cited appear in the reference list. 

• Written the paper as submission-ready, not a draft collage. 

What follows is the complete paper, cleanly readable end to end. 

 


