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‘This is a probing, surprising, and continually alert book about a 
feeling that is well known – even when it doesn’t want to be – yet 
almost never discussed. Moran, with beautifully shaped prose, 
ruminates on cultural attitudes to, and representations of, shyness. 
Examining a huge amount of cultural material – from sociological 
reports to popular music, from Virginia Woolf to Desert Island 
Discs – Moran is the razor-edge analyst of reticence, a virtuoso 
reader of those who hope to evade the eye.’ Francis O’Gorman, 
author of Worrying: A Literary and Cultural History

‘Joe Moran’s excellent Shrinking Violets is an invitation to enter the 
strange and wonderful world of shyness, an emotion experienced 
by everyone from Charles Darwin to Japanese teenagers. Whether 
you’re boldly outgoing or reticent and self-effacing, you’ll find 
something to inspire, inform or surprise in this thoughtful, 
beautifully written and vividly detailed cultural history.’ Susan 
Cain, author of Quiet and co-founder of Quiet Revolution

‘This remarkable compendium of shyness, vivid and insightful, 
provides both a history of diffidence and a compelling account 
of its cultural and psychological complexity. Beautifully written, 
appealingly candid, and thoroughly engaging, Shrinking 
Violets deserves a very wide readership.’ Christopher Lane, 
author of Shyness: How Normal Behavior Became a Sickness
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‘Shrewdly observed, invariably compassionate, unexpectedly 
poignant … a remarkable history of shyness.’ Brendan Daly, 
Sunday Post

‘A delightful book on shyness … Shrinking Violets is a nimble, 
entertaining exploration of shyness in all its manifestations, not 
all of them virtuous … full of fascinating and amusing anecdotes 
about a wide range of shy types, ranging from Morrissey to 
General de Gaulle … Moran proves a wonderful guide to these 
various eccentrics. He is gifted as an anecdotalist and as an acute 
observer of art and life.’ Craig Brown, Mail on Sunday

‘The author’s lightness of touch belies some profound insights 
into human nature, from the strange science of blushing, 
to the inherent fragility of our social roles … Moran writes 
deftly about a condition that leaves many of us at times feeling 
“marooned from the world”.’ Laura Garmeson, FT

‘Beautiful descriptions of the anguish of the shy … It’s not a 
polemic, but, given Moran’s belief that there is no remedy for 
shyness other than Zen acceptance, it’s not really a self-help book 
either. Except in one respect. Shy people often fear that we are 
boring others, and that fear becomes self-fulfilling, as we fight 
the consciousness of our own shyness … this book shows that 
shyness can be positively interesting.’ Andrew Watts, Spectator

‘It’s a fascinating read, not just for its roll call of the legions of 
the shy, but also for its illuminating stories gathered from across 
the world … Some of Moran’s case histories are truly affecting 
… Moran sums the matter up so well, and puts into words the 
thoughts that I have never quite been able to articulate. We are 
shy, he says, because we know we are different from other living 
things. And because humans also carry a rare cargo of self-
consciousness, we are uniquely aware that, for all our need for 
intimacy, we face the world alone. A little shyness around each 
other is surely forgivable.’ Russell Leadbetter, Sunday Herald
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A TENTATIVE HISTORy

It was october 1939, the start of michaelmas term. oxford was at 
war. College buildings were being commandeered as arP centres, 
hospitals and maternity homes for pregnant women evacuated 
from London. Painted white lines now ran through the archways, 
quadrangles and courtyards so people could see in the black-out. 
air raid shelters made of sandbags and canvas had been hastily 
raised on college greens.

But a young South african and freshman at oriel College, David 
Wright, was barely thinking about the war at all. He was suffering 
from a shyness so intense that it colonised his waking thoughts 
and threatened to turn him into a total recluse. Whole days went 
by without him speaking to anyone. The all-male dining rooms 
and common rooms now had to be shared with female students 
turfed out of the women’s colleges. Introduced to one, Wright 
would, he wrote later, ‘shake hands, say nothing whatsoever, slowly 
but remarkably assume a sunset tinge, and stand there thinking 
furiously, until such time as the girl’s nerve broke and she fled’.

Shrinking Violets.indd   1 20/07/2016   17:46



Shrinking Violets

2

Wright was lucky. eventually his boredom got the better of 
his bashfulness. He resolved to tackle the problem head-on by 
striking up conversations on trains – at a time when carriages 
were divided into small, closed compartments where it was hard 
to escape if a stranger trapped you in talk. This high-stakes game 
led to moments of deep awkwardness, when he imagined the 
hands of these captive strangers straying towards the emergency 
cord. no matter: he had begun a lifelong effort to inure himself 
to social unease. He was resourceful, and joined the college boat 
club because, although he considered rowing a futile activity, it 
served as a conduit for social contact. For the same reason he took 
up bridge, thinking it equally pointless but rightly surmising that 
the conversation would be easy to join in with because it would 
always be about bridge.

on graduating in 1942, an aspiring poet, he continued his 
education in the University of Soho. His tutors were the musicians, 
artists, writers and montparnasse exiles who met in the pubs 
of Dean Street, old Compton Street and rathbone Place. This 
society, united by an interest in art, words and drink, met nightly, 
fast-tracking acquaintance into intimacy. Wright discovered, like 
countless timid souls before him, that the symptoms of shyness 
were relieved by a liquid first concocted about ten thousand years 
earlier, perhaps for this very purpose: beer.

Wright never shook off his shyness, but he worked round it 
ingeniously. He became a Soho stalwart and liver-on-his-wits, 
forever rolling cigarettes assembled from the stubs left in pub 
ashtrays and startling those in earshot with the odd klaxon blast 
of laughter. a 6-foot-2 hulk of a man with an unkempt thatch 
of near-white hair, he even acquired a certain charisma. as poet-
in-residence at Leeds University in the mid-1960s, his impromptu 
seminars in the Fenton pub near the campus attracted hordes of 
students.

His poetry – wry, conversational, urbane, all the things he 
longed to be but never was in person – produced the usual half-
shelf of slim volumes but was too modest and well mannered to 
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become widely known. Unlike the great majority of bolder writers, 
though, he did manage to write something that changed people’s 
lives: a guide to the algarve, co-written with the Irish artist Patrick 
Swift, which introduced middle-class Britons to that region and 
started the craze for buying second homes there. Wright and Swift 
were often found together in Soho pubs, silently mouthing words, 
waving hands and nodding animatedly at each other, oblivious to 
the baffled looks coming from other pub-goers.

For Wright’s shyness was compounded by a much more serious 
problem. an attack of scarlet fever at the age of seven had left him 
profoundly deaf. He never worked out whether his deafness caused 
his shyness or just aggravated it, but he knew that both felt like 
being marooned from the world. and since he could only lip-read, 
he had to talk on an un-nuanced level that did not allow for casual 
interjections or throwaway asides. It made him seem heedless to 
social niceties: all his time at oxford he persevered with the strange 
idea that male undergraduates addressed each other as ‘sir’. one 
aspect of his deafness that he found especially distressing was that 
it made other shy people embarrassed, for they had to mouth their 
words exaggeratedly and still risk being misunderstood, adding an 
extra layer of jeopardy to any encounter.

Deafness prevented him not just from hearing but from over-
hearing, so he could not judge the mood of a gathering but had 
to focus on one speaker at a time, manoeuvring for a seat with his 
back to the light so he could see their faces. Those punctuation 
marks of normal conversation – that nod, eyebrow lift or assenting 
murmur that shows we are cued in emotionally to our interlocutor 
– were beyond him. The spoken word could never serve for Wright 
as convivial noise, only as the vehicle for blandly literal meaning.

⧚

I am not quite so self-regarding that I imagine my shyness to be a 
misfortune on a par with deafness. But I do think Wright’s predic-
ament suggests, in extreme form, something fundamental about 
this thing I want to write about, which is that it is about much 
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more than just timidity or fearfulness. Shyness also arises from a 
kind of social deafness, a tin ear for non-verbal cues, a sense that 
you have failed to grasp some invisible thread that holds communal 
life together. It feels like coming late to a party when everyone else 
is about three beers in and entering that state that allows them to 
have fluent exchanges that settle on some pre-agreed theme as if 
by magic.

all my life I have been trying, as Wright did, to make algo-
rithmic what other people seem to find natural. I still cannot dial a 
new phone number without having written down, like a call centre 
worker with a corporate script, what I am going to say when the 
person I am ringing picks up. (It should be a liberation for a shy 
person to be invisibilised by the telephone receiver, like the Wizard 
of oz throwing his voice from behind a screen, but somehow it 
isn’t.) I keep a notebook of things to say to people in case I run out 
of small talk – and however full the notebook gets, it never seems to 
stop me running out. at parties I no longer look intently at book-
shelves or fridge magnets as I used to, but have cultivated a cryptic 
smile which, I hope, suggests I am benignly amused by the human 
comedy unfolding before me and unfazed about not being part of it.

The real problem comes with informality, when conversations 
are meant to form artlessly through casual encounters, as if out 
of thin air. at work this happens at places like the photocopier, 
that office-life equivalent of the parish pump, where gossip is 
exchanged and alliances cemented, or in corridors, which are offi-
cially meant for direct access to somewhere else but are unofficially 
meant for chance meetings and lingerings. It is in these liminal 
spaces that I come unstuck, never knowing if I am supposed to 
stop and say hello or for how long. I might pass two colleagues 
deep in conversation, stop and greet them and, while they carry 
on talking, wonder when to interject. eventually, having simply 
smiled and nodded, I slope off and leave them to it.

The evolutionary anthropologist robin Dunbar once worked 
out that there is a natural limit of four on the size of conversa-
tional groups. If the group gets any bigger, no one can retain the 
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attention of all its members and it splits into smaller units. I have 
found the Dunbar rule to be pretty infallible over the years, but 
knowing about the problem never makes it easier to solve. When 
a conversational group subdivides, I attempt to join one of the 
sub-groups but hear the other one in my head, unable to tune out. 
I end up joining neither and become stranded between two sets of 
people oblivious to each other and to me. I am often in a circle of 
people that closes up suddenly like a scrum and leaves me standing 
outside it, as its constituent parts forget I am there and absent-
mindedly nudge me out of the loop.

Coming up with the right words, or at least good enough 
words in some semblance of order, is hard enough. But words, as 
David Wright discovered, are not even the first language of homo 
sapiens. We have more discrete facial muscles than any other 
animal: even when our palates and larynxes were not developed 
enough for us to do more than grunt, squeal and whimper like 
other apes, we could move our lips, cheeks and brows to convey 
what we were thinking to others. We came to recognise the crow’s 
feet wrinkles that form at the sides of the eyes when we smile 
as a sign of pleasure and appeasement. We learned to dispense 
laughter, that placating music that no other animal makes and 
which the shy find it so hard to fake.

alongside this wordless language of gesture, expression and 
vocal grunt, humans have evolved a complex and ever-evolving 
etiquette of tactility. I have watched on nervously as, over the course 
of my adult life, hugging has been transformed from a marginal 
pursuit into a constant of social life, with the proliferation of 
variants such as French cheek-kissing and that ‘bro hug’ where the 
shaken hand becomes a vertical handclasp pulled forward until 
you bump shoulders. Hugging has always felt to me like an odd 
mix of the natural and artful: natural because bodily contact is the 
first, endorphin-releasing language we learn as babies and share 
with other apes, and artful because it has to be silently synchro-
nised with the other person – unlike a handshake, which can be 
offered and accepted asynchronously.
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For the truly socially inept, even a handshake can be fiddly. as 
a young man I used to botch them all the time, offering the wrong 
hand (being left-handed didn’t help) or grabbing the other person’s 
fingers instead of their palm. and then, just as I had completed my 
long internship in the art of the handshake, I realised it was losing 
currency and I had to hastily re-skill in hugging, or at least allow 
myself to be hugged while I managed a sort of bear-claw hold with 
my arms hanging limply down my huggee’s back. Hugging me is 
like trying to cuddle a scarecrow.

The sociologist Susie Scott suggests that the shy are conducting 
‘an unintentional breaching experiment’. a breaching experiment 
is an ethnographic exercise which examines people’s reactions to 
the breaking of social norms that we normally take for granted. 
The researcher might, for example, cut ahead in a queue without 
explanation or, on a crowded train, approach random strangers 
and ask them to give up their seats for no reason. (on the whole, 
it is better if this researcher does not suffer from shyness.) The 
behaviour of shy people, Scott argues, can be similarly jarring. 
Their body language shouts discomfort. Their silence unnerves. 
They lack the split-second timing that allows those deep in discus-
sion to perform like riffing musicians; instead, while mentally 
scrolling through all the different ways in which the conversation 
might fail, they miss the beat and the discussion moves on. So their 
interventions are rare and erratic, and their words carry too much 
weight or disrupt the dialogic rhythm. Shy people unsettle others 
because they unsettle the tacit conventions of social life.

It must have been my bafflement at these conventions that 
stirred my scholarly and writerly interest in the taken-for-granted 
rituals of daily life. Shyness turns you into an onlooker, a close 
reader of the signs and wonders of the social world. eventu-
ally I came to see that this was also the best way of assuaging 
the self-preoccupation that comes with shyness. I could convert 
my personal interest in this phenomenon into anthropological 
curiosity, and start to explore it as a participant-observer, a field 
biologist of the shy. I learned that shyness had many faces. People 
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who at first seemed to be models of social deftness turned out, 
from other angles, to be no such thing. The most unlikely people 
confessed to me that they were shy. I had thought I was surrounded 
by virtuosos of social rules, delivering word-perfect performances 
while I was alone in fluffing my lines. I came to see that everyone 
was struggling to learn these rules that were never written down, 
although some of us were the class dunces, learning them more 
slow-wittedly and unwillingly than most.

⧚

Shyness is not a rare mutation that sets an unfortunate few of us 
off from the mass of tribal humankind. Some form of it seems 
to be common not just in humans but in other animals. many 
creatures, when they feel threatened or fearful, adopt conserving 
or vegetative states that are meant to be self-protective but which 
may also render them defenceless. The Virginia opossum affects 
a sham death or ‘thanatosis’, the origin of the phrase ‘playing 
possum’. Birds and rodents adopt cut-off postures such as turning 
the head away or feigning sleep. When toads sense danger, they do 
not hop away, as would be more sensible, but shrink and shut their 
eyes and burrow into soft ground with their hind legs, in the same 
way that embarrassed people cringe and curl in on themselves, in 
order to take up less space in the world.

Some animals seem so enigmatic that they positively invite 
anthropocentric ascriptions of shyness. The silent solitariness 
of albatrosses at sea has long made them seem mysterious to 
sailors, although the specific breed known as Diomedea cauta, or 
shy albatross, was named thus in 1841 by the english naturalist 
john Gould when he saw it off the south coast of Tasmania, on 
the dubious grounds that it did not follow boats, like other alba-
trosses, and was thus hard for him to shoot.

For the seamen who explored the colder waters of the north, 
the shyness of seals was proverbial. They looked so knowing and 
elusive, with their huge eyes and bewhiskered faces popping up 
teasingly out of the sea. In 1856, in her Sketches and Tales of  the 
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Shetland Islands, eliza edmonston wrote that Shetland fishermen 
admired the native seals for ‘their shyness, their great strength, and 
the singular intelligence of their aspect,’ which made them seem 
like ‘fallen spirits in metempsychosis, enduring in the form of seals 
a mitigated punishment’. In one version of this myth, seals were 
angels who sided with Satan, were cast out from heaven with him 
and fell into the sea. and so, while the fishermen killed the seals 
for their skins, they did so with misgivings, believing them to be 
‘powerful to injure, and malevolent to revenge’. The inscrutability 
of seals probably inspired the northern Isles legend of the selkie, 
the seal that could shed its skin on land and take human form, but 
which would gaze longingly at the sea and one day return to it, 
without saying goodbye to its heartbroken human lover.

The norwegian scientist and explorer Fridtjof nansen had 
a more systematic explanation for seal shyness, informed by his 
encounter with the theories of Charles Darwin while studying 
zoology at the University of oslo in the early 1880s. When 
making the first crossing of Greenland in 1888, he noted that the 
bladder-nosed seal was much shyer than when he had first joined 
the norwegian seal-hunting expeditions as a student a few years 
earlier, when the sealers just clubbed them where they lay. now 
they had to use rifles, because the seals had sussed that ships with 
crow’s nests and swarms of boats around them spelled danger, and 
had taken to the water or retreated to the closely packed ice inland. 
nansen was puzzled by the fact that the younger seals were as shy 
as the older ones, which meant either that the parents had taught 
their children to be shy, or that, in less than a decade, heredity had 
achieved the same result ‘by the mere weeding out of the lazier and 
less cautious among the flock’.

The serious scientific study of this kind of evolved shyness in 
animals began with the domestic dog. one of its pioneers was 
Helen mahut, a Polish jew and Holocaust survivor who had seen 
her father, mother and brother burned alive by the nazis in a 
village schoolhouse and watched a German soldier crush a baby’s 
head against a wall. Having witnessed such unspeakable acts, she 
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became interested in the immutable aspects of personality and 
drifted towards the behavioural sciences. In the mid-1950s, at 
mcGill University in Canada, she began experimenting on dogs 
by inflating balloons and opening umbrellas in front of them and 
scaring them with slithering mechanical snakes and Halloween 
masks. The most fearful were the working dogs, such as corgis, 
collies and alsatians; the boldest were the boxers and terriers.

just as Darwin saw that pigeon fanciers had created an accel-
erated form of evolution by breeding multiple variations from the 
same common rock pigeon, so mahut thought that dog breeds 
showed clearly how a trait like shyness could be inherited. over 
the past century and a half this has happened more systematically 
as the kennel clubs established in both Britain and america have 
imposed strict breed standards. an expert dog breeder is supposed 
to be able to breed out any trace of shyness along with other unde-
sirable traits, such as a shallow ribcage or badly arched toes. an 
animal behaviourist, meanwhile, might do the opposite, showing 
the importance of heredity in personality by breeding shyness into 
dogs. In a laboratory at the University of arkansas in the early 
1960s a group of scientists, led by roscoe Dykman and oddist 
murphree, established the arkansas line of nervous pointers from 
a very shy pair. When people approached them, these nervous 
pointers became wide-eyed and frigid, their backs arched and 
their flank muscles trembled. The scientists were Pavlovians, who 
thought they could condition the dogs to stop being so neurotic. 
They failed. The pointers never got used to people, however much 
they were stroked and cosseted, and they developed severe, stress-
related mange.

This process of artificial selection began about forty thousand 
years ago, when humans domesticated grey wolves to create Canis 
lupus familiaris. It seems likely that they selected the wolves that 
were bold enough to befriend us but timid enough to know their 
rightful place in the human–dog hierarchy. If you yell at a dog it 
cowers, not out of fear or remorse but because over thousands 
of years it has evolved this trick to avert our hostility. Working 
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dogs, in particular, as Helen mahut found, have to be compliant. 
Despite the myth spread by jack London’s 1903 novel The Call of  
the Wild that arctic huskies are all alpha-male wannabe-wolves, 
they are, in fact, biddable and shy.

⧚

once dismissed as anthropomorphic pseudo-science, the study of 
animal personality is now a flourishing field. one of its pioneers 
was andy Sih of the University of California, Davis, who in the 
early 1990s began studying the behaviour of salamander larvae 
in streams. Some of the larval salamanders, he noted, were quite 
intrepid. They ate more and grew faster than their shyer counter-
parts, and this helped them in small streams, which might dry up 
in late summer before the shyer larvae had eaten enough plankton 
to become air-breathing grown-ups. But because they just bumbled 
around, the bold salamander larvae were also more likely to be 
gobbled up by their predators, green sunfish. In a phenomenon that 
evolutionary biologists call fluctuating selection, the shy and bold 
larvae each thrived in different situations – which may explain why 
natural selection prefers a range of personalities in the same species.

In the study of animal personality this became known as the 
‘shy–bold continuum’. at one end of the continuum animals are 
aggressive, adventurous and risk-taking; at the other they are 
fearful, unadventurous and risk-averse. The shy–bold continuum 
has been found in over a hundred species, and, since distantly 
related creatures exhibit it, it may exist in all animals, including 
humans. Life for most animals is a trade-off between eating or being 
eaten, between looking for a mate and fleeing from danger, and 
they manage this trade-off between success and survival in all kinds 
of inventive ways. among male field crickets, for instance, louder 
and longer singing attracts females, but it also attracts predators – 
so those with the longest trills are slower to break cover, offsetting 
the greater risk of long singing with greater shyness.

animal scientists have deployed ingenious research methods 
to measure the shy–bold continuum. If you lie low in the frozen 
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tundra on the uninhabited Possession Island in the southern 
Indian ocean and push an inflatable plastic toy cow towards a 
nesting albatross with a carbon-fibre pole, as the seabird ecologist 
Samantha Patrick has done, the bold albatrosses will clack their 
bills and grumble while the shy ones pretend not to have seen it. 
The bold albatrosses turn out to be better at foraging for food; the 
shy ones make more attentive parents and uxorious partners.

just as humans can be rendered shy or bold in particular 
settings, so local contexts seem to shift the axis of shyness and 
boldness in animals. In Banff, alberta, a tourist town in the rocky 
mountains, the elk have become abnormally bold. These elk 
‘townies’, as locals call them, started arriving in Banff in the 1990s, 
probably escaping from wolves. Signs were erected all around the 
town warning that the elk were dangerous, especially during the 
rutting season, when they were known to flatten car tyres, punch 
holes in radiators and smash windscreens. rob Found, a doctoral 
student at the University of alberta, began measuring the shyness 
or boldness of the Banff elk with a basic ‘flight response’ measure: 
how quickly they ran away when he chased them for ten minutes 
apiece with a hockey stick with a rustling bin bag attached to it. 
He had cameras trained on old bicycle frames, traffic triangles and 
other flotsam salvaged from rubbish dumps, to see if the elk were 
bold enough to approach these objects, triggering the cameras and 
leaving behind a sample of their hair on some sticky tape. Found 
concluded that the elk herd did not act as one, as most people 
thought, but that individual elks ran along a gradient from bold to 
shy, and that a few bold ones could lead the shy astray.

as well as being individually shy or bold, certain animals 
seem, like people, to have recognisably social personalities. only 
recently, with the development of tiny tagging and GPS devices, 
has it been possible to see how such animals behave in groups. In 
the mallee scrub near morgan, north-east of adelaide, michael 
Bull of Flinders University studied the social life of sleepy lizards 
by strapping GPS data loggers to their backs to track their 
movements, and discovered that they formed a complex network. 
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