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Abstract
The subjective experience of social stigma has been widely 
researched in terms of discrimination, rejection, isolation, 
etc. These are commonly understood within the traditional 
individualistic framework of affective experience and social-
ity, which fails to address the transformative effects of social 
stigma on how one experiences the social realm and the own 
self in general. Phenomenology and recent work on the re-
lationality of affective experience acknowledge the central 
role interpersonal interactions play in subjectivity and offer 
a suitable approach towards addressing the complexity of 
the subjective experience of social stigma. Focussing on au-
tobiographical accounts, I propose that the experience of so-
cial stigmatization is characterized by an affective atmo-
sphere of interpersonal alienation. Its counterpart, an atmo-
sphere of belonging, is closely related to social empathy, 
which is eroded by prejudicial attitudes and stereotypes. The 
breakdown of social empathy establishes a peculiar form of 
relationless relationality that radically transforms one’s sub-

jectivity. The transformation of subjectivity is structurally 
similar to disturbances of intersubjectivity in psychopatho-
logical conditions such as depression and feelings of discon-
nectedness, loneliness, and even shame are common in both 
cases. © 2021 The Author(s)

Published by S. Karger AG, Basel

Introduction

Erving Goffman [1] defines stigma as “an attribute that 
is deeply discrediting” [p. 1] and indicative of “undesired 
differentness” [p. 15]. It is associated with a range of dis-
criminatory practices, tendencies towards avoidance, 
feelings of shame, and isolation. Traditional research on 
social stigmatization has operated within an individualis-
tic framework when studying its impacts: For instance, 
the social aspects of stigma are viewed as environmental 
stimuli that its victims appraise and respond to [2]. Even 
when viewing stigmatization as a social phenomenon [2], 
the complex dynamics of interpersonal interactions and 
its impacts on subjective experience at a fundamental 
bodily affective level are neglected. Although social stig-
ma has frequently been considered a social construction 
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and thereby a relational phenomenon, research has failed 
to address the relationality of its experiential aspect. Tra-
ditional models of social stigmatization focus on process-
es of cognitive categorization or application of socially 
and culturally shared stereotypes and prejudicial atti-
tudes towards individuals or groups [3–5]. They study 
their impact on one’s social identity, its integrity, and 
one’s self-esteem, academic achievement, and mental and 
physical health (e.g., [6]). For instance, Bruce Link et al. 
[7] have examined the negative effects of the social stig-
matization of mental illness on self-esteem, and Fred 
Markovitz [8] has focused on how it impacts psychologi-
cal well-being. While these are undoubtedly aspects of 
crucial importance, the focus on reflective processes of 
categorization, labelling, and their impact on self-under-
standing and well-being excludes a first-personal per-
spective on experience and does not reflect the central 
role of interpersonal interactions in subjective experi-
ence. Adopting a phenomenologically inspired relational 
perspective on social stigmatization can account for the 
role of both reflective processes and constructs, such as 
stereotypes and the typified perception of others and pre-
reflective interactional dynamics. The latter gives rise to 
atmospheric experiences of alienation that are peculiar to 
social situations. This atmosphere of interpersonal alien-
ation will be compared and contrasted with a more fun-
damental pathological intersubjective alienation charac-
teristic of depression. While the interpersonal alienation 
of social stigmatization operates at the level of social in-
teractions and practices and impacts experience at a per-
sonal level, intersubjective alienation in depression in-
volves more fundamental transformations of how others 
are experienced and engaged with. The two forms of 
alienation, nevertheless, share substantial similarities in 
both qualitative and structural respects that pertain to the 
essentially relational nature of human subjectivity.

Interpersonal Alienation in Social Stigmatization

Victims of social stigma are subjected to discrimina-
tion, verbal and physical aggression, being ridiculed, and 
the like. Feelings of shame, loneliness and alienation, not 
belonging, or being excluded from society are common-
place. In examining the complex experiential phenome-
non of being subjected to social stigmatization, I am go-
ing to propose that it operates both at a reflective level of 
stereotypes, evaluations, and patterns of meaning and at 
a bodily affective level of pre-reflective subjectivity. Ste-
reotypes, for instance, drive processes of typification that 

disrupt the empathetic engagement with others. This es-
tablishes a peculiar relational pattern, which in virtue of 
its interactional dynamics can affect different aspects of 
subjective experience in a synchronic and a diachronic 
dimension.

Social stigma centres around negatively evaluated 
characteristics such as racial and cultural identities, so-
cioeconomic status, sexual orientation, various personal 
attributes like physical appearance and age, and mental 
and physical illnesses [9, 10]. These characteristics are 
termed undesired, are disvalued, and present those bear-
ing them as different. As such, each of them is associated 
with a wide range of more or less specific negative stereo-
types, attitudes, sets of values and meanings. Aiming at a 
comprehensive account of social stigmatization, I exam-
ined first-person accounts of being subjected to social 
stigma due to disability, a chronic mental or physical con-
dition, sexual orientation ([11] includes first-person ac-
counts focussing on various stigmatized attributes), phys-
ical disability [12], and race [13]. Their authors empha-
size that others commonly perceive them in a particular 
manner related to stereotypes associated with the charac-
teristics setting them apart. Julie Lythcott-Haims recol-
lects how their neighbours’ daughter perceived her father. 

She [the neighbours’ daughter] saw your dad [Lythcott-Haims’ 
father] across the street on his riding lawn mower and said, 
“Oooh look, they have a Black gardener.” […] Daddy loves rid-
ing that mower, I thought to myself. […] He’s so proud to have 
all of this land, these lawns, so excited to think ahead to next 
spring’s gardens. […] Our house was bigger than the Sullivans’. 
My father was the fucking former Assistant Surgeon General of 
the God Damn United States. [13, p. 22; 12, 14, 15 describe 
similar experiences] 

Typification, exemplified by this passage, is an integral 
part of how we encounter others in social settings. Ac-
cording to Alfred Schütz [16], “it involves the recognition 
and grasping of an ‘objective web of meanings,’ practices, 
or social facts in which subjects are always already embed-
ded” [p. 94]. When perceiving the world, we encounter 
objects in terms of the knowledge we have of them – dur-
ing our walk in the park, we perceive trees, flowers, and 
birds. Depending on our knowledge, the individual trees 
can be recognized and perceived as elms or beeches and 
the different flowers can be roses or daisies. This also per-
tains to other people who we may know or may not know. 
Even when we have had no experience with someone we 
meet on the train or on our way to work, we typify them, 
that is, we encounter them as a member of a social or a 
cultural group that has specific characteristics and is em-
bedded in a particular web of meanings, values, practices, 
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and social facts. We also perceive their actions, behav-
iours, personalities, and motives in a specific manner, so 
that, for example, one and the same action performed by 
individuals belonging to different types can be a welcom-
ing or a threatening gesture in one and the same situation. 
Typification can occur at various levels, and when en-
countering others, we commonly choose one of these. 
When posting a letter, I typify the postman only in terms 
of their occupation and not in terms of their personality. 
We also commonly do not reflect on the ways we encoun-
ter and understand our environment in terms of typifica-
tion until we can reach our aims and fulfil our goals [17]. 
In cases in which our actions guided by typification are 
not successful, we can revise this taken for granted practi-
cal knowledge. This knowledge about what is to be done 
and what is normal is a social construction, it is socially 
distributed, and one acquires it when learning a language, 
in one’s family, when interacting with others, and through 
generational transmission [17]. Typification, moreover, 
is habitual, and we engage in it automatically when per-
ceiving an object or an individual [18]. Our perception of 
others in face-to-face encounters thus always starts off 
from a particular general or type perspective [16, 19] that 
determines how we encounter them and how we engage 
with them.

In the case of social stigmatization, the web of objective 
meaning or practical knowledge associated with the at-
tribute driving the typification is characterized by stereo-
types that can associate it with, for instance, assumptions 
and evaluations of one’s personality, actions, or even pro-
fessional occupation, as in the passage quoted above. 
While the stereotypes related to social stigma can vary, 
what they have in common is that they present the victim 
of social stigmatization as the “discounted,” “tainted,” 
“deficient” other and aim at their exclusion from social 
community. According to Goffman, one of the central 
characteristics of stigma is that those bearing it are “some-
how not human” [1, p. 15]. In his recent work on exclu-
sion and dissociation of empathy, Thomas Fuchs propos-
es that cases of dehumanization can be understood as dis-
turbances of extended or social empathy based on failures 
of recognition. Building on primary empathy, which is 
the “direct embodied perception of another’s expressive 
behaviour, implying one’s own bodily resonance and 
one’s spontaneous feelings” [20, p. 2], social empathy cru-
cially involves the notion of recognizing the other as the 
other of myself, a person like me with a subjective per-
spective, values, rights, and commitments that I, as a per-
son and moral agent myself have to answer. Fuchs’ [20] 
analysis focuses on dehumanization in the case of what 

can be considered radical dissociations of empathy exem-
plified by Nazi perpetrators who were devoted and caring 
family members and at the same time were able to com-
mit utter atrocities towards Jews. In social stigmatization, 
the dissociation of social empathy similarly goes along 
with a form of dehumanization that in most cases limits 
or completely strips the status of moral agents of those 
bearing the stigmatized attribute. While this might not in 
all cases go along with the kind of atrocities that Fuchs 
deals with, failing to recognize one as a moral agent can 
come in the form of restricting the range of rights and 
social practises they have access to as described by Britney 
Wilson and Stephen Kuusisto:

[The concept of entitlement is] the idea that we are acting as if 
someone owes us something rather than merely asking to be 
treated with the respect and human dignity we deserve. It is the 
belief that people of a certain status or apparent condition have 
no right to demand better because we should just be happy with 
whatever we get. We should be happy we have anything at all. 
[21, p. 210; 13, 22, 23 provide similar reports]

[…] my father tries to buy a life insurance policy in my name, 
only to find that blindness is an impediment. That same year 
my mother decides to enrol me in public school instead of an 
institution for the blind and finds both consternation and dis-
approval from staff and school officials. [12, p. 13; see also 22, 
24, 25] 

The failure of recognition in the form of denial of 
rights and limiting one’s access to social practices ex-
cludes one from a community of subjects who share 
views, values, and commitments, or in other words en-
counter each other within a second-person perspective of 
a social we. The second-person perspective, according to 
Fuchs, is “the intersubjective, participant or co-experi-
encing perspective, referring to situations of reciprocal 
interaction that are characterized by some form of mu-
tual relatedness and coupling of the partners” [26, p. 658]. 
Within a shared second-person perspective, others are 
encountered as co-creators of the patterns of meaning in 
the world. In terms of the interaction, one is engaged in 
and with respect to the particular pragmatic context, for 
instance, various entities acquire shared significance and 
meaning. In contrast, the first- and third-person perspec-
tives are the isolated stances of, respectively, individual 
subjective experience and detached observation.

In everyday life, we constantly engage in reciprocal 
face-to-face interactions within a second-person perspec-
tive, in which we share practical meaning with the other 
and address them as a social you of equal moral standing. 
These include interactions in various settings as on the 



Paskaleva-YankovaPsychopathology 2022;55:201–210204
DOI: 10.1159/000519253

train, when one meets the other’s gaze and reciprocates 
it, smiles, nods, or simply acknowledges their existence, 
and more specific ones as when one offers their seat on 
the bus to an elderly lady. A second-person perspective 
can, in at least some cases, be closely tied to a range of 
emotions and attitudes, such as respect and concern for 
others. Failing to recognize the other as a moral counter-
part of myself, I also fail to respect their needs and wishes, 
so that I, at least to some extent, fail to enter a context of 
shared meaning. What is of highest importance to them 
not only seems of no relevance but also, I might not be 
able to imagine it being of any significance so that I might 
not be able to put myself in their shoes. Consequently, 
lacking a respectful attitude towards others as when fail-
ing to recognize them as moral agents, I may be confined 
to the role of passive and disengaged spectator who also 
fails to appreciate what is of value and meaning to them. 
An essential component of a second-person perspective 
thus is a shared evaluative perspective that presents vari-
ous aspects of the world in general and specific situations 
in particular as significant. Even when the patterns of 
higher level significance of the interactional partners 
vary, an attitude of respect enables the interactional part-
ners to acknowledge these differences and be able to per-
ceive a particular situation in a manner that corresponds 
to that of the respective interactional counterpart. The 
differences in evaluative perspectives should also not be 
too grave as differences pertaining to, for example, basic 
rights cannot be abolished. In addition, it is, of course, not 
possible that all differences in evaluative perspectives dis-
appear, so that the other’s perspective is experienced as 
one’s own.

It has been suggested that the second-person perspec-
tive is essential to the experience of group membership. 
Building on Edmund Husserl’s views on intersubjectivity, 
Dan Zahavi [27] proposes that a basic requirement for 
coming to identify with certain groups and social com-
munities and experience oneself as belonging to these is 
that one encounters and engages with others within a sec-
ond-person perspective. Necessary for belonging is, ac-
cording to him, that (1) differences between oneself and 
others are not completely abolished; (2) these differences, 
though, are not too salient; and (3) one becomes some-
what alienated from oneself by experiencing oneself 
through the eyes of the other.

Engaging the other in a second-person perspective can 
be precluded by stereotypes and negative attitudes. These 
are commonly habitual or taken for granted and build the 
basis for processes of typification. Centring around the de-
humanization or denial of the status of a moral agent of the 

stigmatized other, they preclude one from adopting a sec-
ond-person perspective as they present the other not as a 
respect-deserving member of a community of moral 
agents, but as essentially different from one, as espousing 
a radically different evaluative perspective. First-person 
accounts, for instance, frequently include descriptions that 
present significant discrepancies in the evaluative perspec-
tives of stigmatizers and the victims of social stigma: 

[Peter] Singer is easy to talk to, good company. Too bad he sees 
lives like mine as avoidable mistakes. [14, p. 20; 12, 14, 15, 19, 
28–30 also report of similar experiences] 

The differences between the evaluative and normative 
significance associated with physical disability, the stig-
matized attribute, are in stark contrast and are too salient. 
The “objective” web of meaning presents physical disabil-
ity as negatively impacting the quality of life of people, as 
making a “normal” life impossible. Disability is something 
to be avoided as a good life is impossible for disabled peo-
ple. This, though, is not the case for Harriet McBryde 
Johnson. Her perspective on her condition and her life 
does not merely differ from Peter Singer’s, it is irreconcil-
able with it. This strips away a sort of common ground of 
shared meaning and significance that is essential to estab-
lishing a second-person perspective. Consequently, upon 
a disturbance of the second-person perspective, the indi-
vidual suffering from a stigmatized condition becomes 
simply the other, not a social you with whom I share a 
meaningful context. Social stigmatization, at least in some 
cases, then presents us with a disturbance of a shared sec-
ond-person perspective closely related to stereotypes and 
knowledge shared in social and cultural groups. Conse-
quently, for those bearing the stigma, the social realm is 
not characterized by fundamental reciprocity and mutual-
ity but by alienation – they are the social him or her en-
countered essentially as the bearer of a negative attribute, 
which can frequently be associated with experiences of 
shame as described in first-person accounts: 

I grew up having every flaw pointed out to me. I grew up believ-
ing I was wrong. It’s part of the territory that comes with being 
born with a facial disfigurement […]. My eyes were too far 
apart, too crooked; my nose was too big. My jaw was too far 
back; my ears were too low. There were regular appointments 
with doctors and surgeons trying to fix me and my twin sister 
[…]. [15, p. 42; see also 12, 13, 29–33] 

The effects of social stigmatization on those subjected 
to it, though, extend well beyond instances of discrepan-
cies of evaluative perspectives, feelings of shame, and the 
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like. The exclusion from a second-perspective and disso-
ciation of empathy that result from processes of typifica-
tion also go along with specific relational patterns and 
interactional dynamics that shape all aspects of subjective 
experience. In what follows, I am going to present a rela-
tional view of affective experience and elaborate on how 
we can conceive of the impact of social stigmatization as 
a relational phenomenon.

Relational Affect

A relational view of affective experience starts off from 
a focus on the embeddedness of subjective experience in 
the complex patterns of interactions between persons, 
persons and their environment, persons and social struc-
tures and institutions, and persons and the arrangement 
of specific physical environments. Within this frame-
work, affective phenomena “[…] are approached with a 
view to their embeddedness within ongoing complex sit-
uations in which various actors, objects, spaces, artefacts, 
technologies, and modes of interaction coalesce, all con-
tributing to the particular character of the affective pro-
cess in question. Thus, researchers might focus on inter-
active dynamics between persons, from basic forms of 
preconscious embodied coordination, synchrony, and af-
fect attunement up to fully self-conscious forms of practi-
cal engagement” [34, p. 7]. Relational affect can be de-
fined as being affected and affecting in a particular man-
ner inherent in the interactive dynamics of specific 
situations. Examples of relational affect include affect at 
the workplace, where specific arrangement of physical ar-
tefacts, features of the environment, and technologies en-
thral the subject into particular affective patterns, a lively 
family dinner [35], sports, and entertainment events, po-
litical rallies, etc. The dynamics inherent in such so-called 
social domains of practice [35] impose specific affective 
patterns by means of introducing and entrenching evalu-
ative and normative constellations. A family dinner at 
Christmas, for instance, goes along with relational pat-
terns and interactional dynamics that differ from those of 
a gathering at the wake of a deceased relative. The inter-
actional patterns and dynamics that go along with each of 
these domains of practice or situations at least in part 
constitute both the individual affective experience of 
those participating in them and the atmosphere associ-
ated with the occasion, such as the cheerful spirit of the 
family dinner, or the air of mourning, respect, and mu-
tual consolation, and feelings of grief and sadness at the 
wake.

A relational view on affect, therefore, conceives of affec-
tive experience as resulting from the “[…] interactive dy-
namic that for the most part inheres in social domains of 
practice” [35, p. 70]. The negative stereotypes and attitudes 
that accompany social stigmatization constitute its own do-
main of practice and these establish the dynamics of inter-
actions between the counterparts by determining the spe-
cific affective relational patterns – such of exclusion of the 
stigmatized party, of judgement, discrimination, or even 
aggression and violence. As already mentioned in the previ-
ous section, victims of social stigmatization are, at a reflec-
tive level, dehumanized in various ways. At a pre-reflective 
level, the bodily affective dynamics of exclusion inherent in 
this relation of alienation shape the quality of subjective ex-
perience by establishing so-called affective atmospheres.

Affective Atmospheres and Alienation

Affective atmospheres, like those associated with a 
family Christmas dinner, or a wake, are diffuse, pre-re-
flective, and pre-conceptual (affectively charged) quali-
ties that envelop us. They are “what is in the air,” when 
we enter a building, or join a social gathering, etc. In con-
trast to emotions or moods, affective atmospheres are not 
distinct or discrete states that we reflect upon. Rather, 
they are first and foremost that which is pre-reflectively 
experienced as filling the lived space. As suggested by Ben 
Anderson, affective atmospheres are “singular affective 
qualities that emanate from but exceed the assembling of 
bodies” [36, p. 80] and are thus essentially relational phe-
nomena realized in a distributed manner by several ele-
ments spread across a scenery [37, p. 43].

Common in everyday life, especially in interpersonal 
interactions in the social domain, is an atmosphere of be-
longing to a community of moral agents. In most of the 
cases, when we engage with someone in specific situa-
tions, a tacit background feeling of confronting an inter-
actional partner of equal standing is always already pres-
ent. When, in the course of the interaction, we are  ad-
dressed as a social you, an atmosphere of reciprocity and 
mutuality is established. At a pre-reflective level, this is 
established by a reciprocation of gaze and gestures and af-
fect attunement that accompany a shared second-person 
perspective. A shared second-person perspective, thus, is 
associated with processes of recognition at a reflective lev-
el and affective bodily resonance at a pre-reflective level.

An affective atmosphere of interpersonal alienation 
can arise from the dynamics of dissonance and discord of 
evaluative patterns, avoidance, limitations of access to so-
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cial practices, etc., described in the previous section. At a 
reflective conceptual level, there is a dissonance of pat-
terns of meaning and significance, which establishes a re-
lationship of alienation or loss of relatedness. This rela-
tionship is characterized by interactional dynamics of 
discordance and dissonance such as excluding one from 
various practices, denying one particular rights at a con-
ceptual reflective level. These can be mirrored, at a bodily 
affective level, by pre-reflective practices of gaze aversion, 
staring, physically withdrawing, etc., and culminate in ex-
periences of failing to relate with others or of being alien-
ated and excluded from shared space at a fundamental 
bodily level, as described here: 

What I hadn’t counted on was how differently I’d be treated 
with these braids. I take the same bus and subway lines […]. Go 
to the same grocery store and restaurants. But some white 
strangers now glance warily at me on the sidewalk, pull their 
bodies and arms away from me and into themselves as I walk 
past. At the Star Market, a white mother looks over at me and 
then puts a protective arm around her child while keeping her 
eyes on me. [13, p. 106; see also 13, 14] 

The pre-reflective lack of reciprocity and mutuality 
place those subjected to social stigmatization in the posi-
tion of a detached third-personal presence. These dynam-
ics are experienced in terms of a diffuse, yet perceptible 
sense of not being part of a shared social realm, as others 
fail to affectively resonate with one even at this bodily af-
fective level. Thereby, one is, in addition to being typified 
and precluded from engaging in a shared second-person 
perspective, excluded from a shared bodily affective 
space.

This is an instance of what we can understand as a syn-
chronic affective atmosphere – one arising from an ongo-
ing interpersonal interaction. Relational affect also pos-
sesses a diachronic dimension originating from recurring 
relational patterns, dispositions, and emotion repertoires. 
A recurring pattern of relationless relationality or alien-
ation characteristic of cases of social stigmatization can 
become habituated and sediment into an affective and re-
lational repertoire, which is associated with social do-
mains and occasions. Thus, even in the absence of ongo-
ing face-to-face interactions, a social gathering or event 
might be encountered as bearing an atmosphere of alien-
ation or lack of relatedness even without a reflective real-
ization of the potentiality of engaging in a stigma-driven 
interaction. On the part of the bearer of the stigma, it can 
be experienced as a diffuse, yet perceptible sense of dis-
sonance between them and the mutuality shared by a 
chattering crowd at a party.

The atmosphere of interpersonal alienation in cases 
of social stigmatization presents us with a somewhat pe-
culiar case of atmospheric experience: (1) based on a 
missing or lost relationship of relatedness, it is not an 
atmosphere that consolidates or is experienced as estab-
lishing an affective unity; (2) it is also not an atmosphere 
of mutual resonance, but rather of lack of such; and (3) 
may extend beyond instances of face-to-face interper-
sonal interactions as, for example, in cases when one an-
ticipates or envisions such. With respect to (1) and (2), 
one might argue that the failure to consolidate the inter-
acting partners and the lack of bodily and affective reso-
nance resulting from processes of typification and fail-
ures of recognition, render alienation a relational phe-
nomenon more akin to existential feelings than to 
affective atmospheres. I wish to claim, though, that it is 
highly situational character and it is grounding in the 
interactive dynamics inherent in various domains of 
practice and situations do not grant it the status of a fun-
damental background orientation or a feeling of being, 
that is, the background to our even most basic sense of 
reality. Affective atmospheres, unlike other pre-reflec-
tive background structures that shape affective experi-
ences, such as existential feelings [38, 39] are rather sit-
uation-bound and pertain to either ongoing or antici-
pated situations and occasions. Existential feelings, in 
contrast, are feelings of being or finding oneself in the 
world that are not specific to situations or interactions 
as suggested by [40, 41].

In what follows, I am going to address another instance 
of experiences of alienation, namely, the experience of 
major depression. In depression, similarly to cases of so-
cial stigmatization, one feels alien, radically different 
from others, left out, lonely, and ashamed.

Intersubjective Alienation in Depression

A consistent theme in first-person testimonies of de-
pression is that the world their authors find themselves in 
is not shared with other subjects.1 Autobiographical ac-
counts describe experiences of profound isolation, a fail-
ure to relate and feel related to others, and feelings of 
loneliness and shame. I am going to suggest that depres-
sion is characterized by intersubjective alienation (see 

1	 The experience of depression has been analysed by Fuchs [42] in terms 
of bodily and affective aspects of disruptions of the experience of and inter-
actions with others. While these are central to understanding depression, in 
this paper, they will not be discussed as it is above its scope to offer a compre-
hensive account of disturbances of intersubjective experience in depression.
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[43] for a detailed account of intersubjective alienation in 
terms of disturbed fundamental intersubjectivity based 
on first-person reports), which exhibits significant simi-
larities with the atmosphere of interpersonal alienation of 
social stigmatization. Intersubjective alienation is also an 
instance or relational affect, which, though, is constituted 
by a more fundamental, pre-reflective relatedness, re-
spectively, the loss of such.

Direct interactions with others, as discussed in the 
previous section, shape our subjective experience. As 
suggested by Hendrik van den Berg [44], radical chang-
es in experiencing and interacting with others are at the 
core of psychopathology in general. In non-pathological 
cases, we encounter the world against a background of 
what we can call “fundamental intersubjectivity,” a basic 
relatedness to others in terms of the shared second-per-
son perspective introduced earlier. It can be shattered 
when encountering a radically different and potentially 
irreconcilable foreign perspective, similarly to instances 
of social stigmatization. Sharing a subjective perspective 
with others or being able to adopt a shared perspective 
with regard to at least some fundamental aspects of 
reality is made possible by the faculties of primary, 
secondary, and tertiary intersubjectivity, which have 
gained significant attention in social cognition research 
[45–50].

At an initial stage of primary intersubjectivity as sug-
gested by Trevarthen, infants start perceiving the inten-
tions of others with the help of embodied sensory-motor 
capabilities like gaze-following, perception of goal-relat-
ed movements, of meaning and emotion in movement, 
and bodily posture [46]. Around the age of 1 year, infants 
start developing secondary intersubjectivity, which makes 
it possible for them to perceive others as intentional 
agents performing purposeful actions [46]. By expanding 
intersubjective interactions and including objects in 
them, infants come to enter the realm of shared meaning 
in particular in pragmatic contexts [46, 49]. Additionally, 
tertiary intersubjectivity enables the anticipation and de-
tection of potential individual differences across individ-
ual subjective perspectives and thereby makes a transition 
between a first-person I, a third-person he or she, and 
second-person you or we possible. Narrative competence 
also plays a crucial role here as exposure to stories or nar-
ratives introduces other subjects with their respective 
perspectives and how these relate to their experiences and 
actions [49]. Within a shared second-person perspective 
established on the basis of perceiving others as intention-
al agents, engaging in the co-creation of patterns of mean-
ing, and the ability to switch between different perspec-

tives, the other is encountered as sharing at least some 
patterns of significance.

In non-pathological cases, we commonly encounter 
others within a shared yet to some respect individual sub-
jectivity within a shared second-person perspective. For 
instance, fundamental patterns of significance and mean-
ing concerning the experience of reality, at least some ba-
sic affective evaluations of fundamental aspects of life can 
be shared among individuals. More specific, context-
bound affective responses can vary individually. An in-
stance for the former would be the common significance 
attributed to life as generally meaningful, despite adverse 
times, a hopeful anticipation of future prospects. Indi-
vidual patterns of significance of more specific aspects or 
situations can vary, so that, for example, time spent with 
one’s family can be viewed differently, changes in life can 
be appraised in different ways by different people. Fun-
damental intersubjectivity can be understood as the result 
of (1) experiencing others as intentional agents endowed 
with a subjective perspective; (2) an experience of other 
actions as meaningful, goal-directed, etc., in virtue of the 
participation in intersubjective interactions in shared 
pragmatic contexts; and finally (3) the ability to switch 
between a first-, second-, and third-person perspective, 
which enables tacit self-awareness and the anticipation of 
potential individual differences in subjective perspec-
tives. Thereby, we encounter others as bearers of an indi-
vidual subjective perspective, which, though, is at least in 
some fundamental aspects shared with one’s own espe-
cially within the second-person perspective of interacting 
with each other.

Loneliness and Shame in Depression

Individuals suffering from depression consistently de-
scribe experiencing the world in a markedly different way 
during episodes of the illness. It is a world of torment and 
suffering, it is threatening and oppressive, and lacks pos-
sibilities for change or hope. Others seem as if inhabiting 
a different world, one which is not only doom, gloom, 
fear, and desperation. When attempting to engage with 
them, share, or sustain an existing relation, individuals 
suffering from depression seem to experience a radical 
disruption of the shared second-person perspective. 
What affects others and how they find themselves in the 
world seem incomprehensible for those in the deep throes 
of a depressive episode. It is impossible to maintain or 
establish patterns of shared meaning, so that one feels ut-
terly lonely and disconnected:
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At every party, every bar I would sit or stand like a block of 
wood, petrified, a morose, and befuddled spectator surrounded 
by care-free merrymakers who seemed like a completely differ-
ent species […] than my mouse-like self. [51, p. 234; 52–56 also 
report of similar experiences]

This loss of a shared significance goes along with a ten-
dency to avoid others and to actively seek out isolation. As 
others appear radically different from one, any and each 
attempt to engage in interactions adds to the burden of suf-
fering. Accordingly, a very common aspect of depressive 
experience is the withdrawal from and avoidance of social 
interactions and exemplified by the following passage: 

The last time I’d tried to attend a party […] I’d gone stiff im-
mediately upon entering the house and walked right back with-
out speaking. [57, p. 146; see also 55, 58].

Resulting from this, the world of the individual suffer-
ing from depression is one of profound loneliness, self-
imposed, and even sought-after isolation. One fails to re-
late to and feel related to others.

Upon (1) this breakdown of a shared subjective per-
spective, one is confined to a solitary first-person perspec-
tive of detached observation and isolation. From this per-
spective, one may lose the sense of tacit self-awareness es-
tablished by the embeddedness in interactions with others 
as it can be replaced by an acute awareness of (2) being an 
isolated entity. From this position of isolation and disem-
beddedness, the other can also be experienced only by 
means of detached observation. Consequently, (3) at least 
in some particular situations, one may feel encountered by 
the other as a detached entity, that is, the bearer of spe-
cific characteristics. This foreign third-personal perspec-
tive replaces the tacit second-personal self-awareness of 
embeddedness in a shared world and becomes (4) a pecu-
liar form of experiencing oneself. This peculiar form of 
self-awareness in terms of being the object of observation 
can be painfully experienced as being encountered by oth-
ers as a deficient, failing self, and the bearer of negative 
characteristics. It is important to note that only certain 
situations and contexts, commonly those involving stan-
dards or norms of performances such as social roles, pro-
fessional settings, and interpersonal relationships are 
more strongly related to experiences of shame and embar-
rassment. In these, the peculiar form of self-awareness, 
coupled with one’s abilities and characteristics gives rise 
to feelings of shame as, for instance, described here:

There is an enormous amount of self-criticism, self-loathing, 
and low self-esteem. Everything revolves around the percep-

tion of self. Most depressives find themselves – as much to their 
own disgust as to everybody else’s – annoyingly and negatively 
self-obsessed. [53, p. 31; 52, 55–60 also report of similar experi-
ences]

Shame, it has been suggested, is a self-conscious emo-
tion whose object is the own self as experienced by others 
[48]. Depressive shame, thus, can be understood as the 
direct result of the loss of interpersonal embeddedness, 
which confines one to the perspective of observing and 
being observed. One’s common tacit self-awareness of 
being the active participant in an intersubjectively shared 
world shifts to an experience of oneself as a disembedded 
bearer of negative characteristics and qualities.

Interpersonal and Intersubjective Alienation

From a relational perspective of affect, social stigmati-
zation can be viewed as a radical disturbance of related-
ness resulting in an affective atmosphere of interpersonal 
alienation. The experience of alienation and disconnect-
edness in depression is associated with the loss of a more 
fundamental sense of relatedness and belonging. The 
clash of subjective perspectives at the level of “objective” 
and subjective or personal meaning of a certain condition 
or attribute is undoubtedly of higher cognitive complexity 
and is embedded in a network of further patterns of social, 
cultural, and political meanings that usually are habitual 
and govern how we perceive and interact with others.

The atmosphere of interpersonal alienation differs 
from the sense of intersubjective alienation in depression 
also in view of their respective sources. The former is 
grounded in the prejudicial, disrespectful, and aggressive 
attitude of others who (tacitly or implicitly) recognize one 
as the deficient other and exclude one from social com-
munity. Depressive alienation is not related to a (volun-
tary) reaction on the side of other people. It is inherent in 
a disorder of affect, which transforms how the world is 
experienced and as such not related to tacit or habitual 
knowledge that can be embodied at a pre-reflective level. 
The experience of social stigma thus may additionally be 
characterized by feelings of anger at being shunned by 
others, of resentment of being treated this way and active 
opposition to social stigmatization. The intersubjective 
alienation of depression can, in contrast, be accompanied 
by a sense of loneliness, of not being understood by oth-
ers, of being confined to a world of solitary torment and 
suffering that, though, are rather passive.

Even in the face of these differences, interpersonal and 
intersubjective alienation have a common structure. In de-
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pression, the clash of meaning is at the level of basic sig-
nificance, of patterns of significance that we commonly 
take for granted and shared with others. But being repeat-
edly subjected to patterns of “objective” meaning, which 
defies one’s worth, the significance of one’s existence, and 
one’s basic rights, when fostered frequently across various 
contexts and in the long term can amount to a loss of shared 
fundamental significance. Whose life has more worth, what 
rights can one claim, how one is being addressed, glanced 
at, approached bodily, and the like place one in a world of 
alienation, hostility, threat, and lack of understanding. This 
resembles the perspective that the depressed individual fails 
to share with others who are still able to enjoy life (at least 
occasionally), to find meaning and hope in their existence, 
etc. The atmosphere of relationless relationality and alien-
ation in social stigmatization is also a world of solitary con-
finement. Negative stereotypes that are closely linked to 
processes of typification, loss of empathy, and establishing 
an atmosphere of alienation, from a relational perspective 
on affect, are not merely stimuli that one responds to but 
rather constitute a higher level instance of loss of related-
ness with others that can culminate in a loss of fundamen-
tal intersubjectivity and transform how one finds oneself in 
the world and experiences the own self. Like in cases of de-
pression, one can become acutely and negatively aware of 
oneself, once a common subjective perspective has been 
lost as a consequence of the clash of higher order signifi-
cance. The own self, then, becomes apparent in virtue of 
how it is encountered by others and the commonly shared 
stereotypes that drive processes of typification.

Conclusion

An examination of first-person accounts of social stig-
matization and of depression highlights similarities be-
tween the two. These, most importantly, pertain to the 

structure and dynamics of the impact of interpersonal and 
intersubjective interactions and experiences: as in cases of 
depression, the atmosphere of interpersonal alienation re-
sulting from social stigmatization is the direct result of a loss 
of shared second-person perspective. A failure to negotiate 
common patterns of significance confines one to a solitary 
perspective that can also impact tacit self-awareness. 
Against the background of the loss of basic relatedness, all 
aspects of one’s subjective experience are severely affected, 
so that experience, action, and thought can be severely dis-
torted. Rather than conceiving of the interpersonal isola-
tion of social stigmatization as the result of the appraisal of 
negative stimuli related to stereotypes, a relational perspec-
tive both accommodates the centrality of intersubjective 
and interpersonal experience and illustrates the dynamical 
and structural changes in cases that are also characterized 
by a loss of relatedness to others such as depression.
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