










performative, far more telling than regular first-person indicative utterances. Sedgwick's "Shame on Vou !", 

like Austin's "1 do", has iIIocutionary force, that of shaming an Other, precisely because it names its intent. 

It also similarly requires the "interpellation" of witnesses, since, as 1 have proposed earlier (see chapter 1), 

shame accentuates one's perceived shortcomings in front of other people's gaze (be it real or imagined). 

Additionally, just like Austin's examples, "Shame on you!" employs pronouns. However, unlike "I-do" types 

of performatives, the pronoun is "you", which serve to designate and shame an Other, while the "1" 

conceals itself beneath a doak of implicity. 

So the very grammatical truncation of 'Shame on vou' marks it as the product of a 
history out of which an l, now withdrawn, is projecting shame-toward another l, an 
1 deferred, that has yet and with difficulty to come into being, if at ail, in the place 
of the shamed second person. (Sedgwick 1993: 4) 

Hence, queer performativity names lia strategy for the production of meaning and being, in relation to the 

affect of shame and to the later and related fact of stigma" (Sedgwick 1993: 11). That is, according to 

Sedgwick, it is through their (queer) performances and their being socially shamed that queer people 

develop creative ways to give meaning to their existence, to appropriate their own personal identity, and 

to daim a place in society, despite the marginalization they may suffer. It is thus precisely in those terms 

that shame has deep ties with personal identity: 

The place of identity, the structure 'identity,' marked by shame's threshold 
between sociability and introversion, may be established and naturalized in the first 
instance through shame [ ... ]. Shame motivates queer expressiveness unique to 
lesbians and gays [ ... ] and [it] "generate[s)" a space for identity connected to the 
[ ... ] [queer] performative. (Morrison 2015: 19, citing Sedgwick 2003: 61) 

Sedgwick's account, however relevant and compelling it is to seek new positive possibilities and avenues 

for queer people to use their shame, seems quickly dismissive of the structural processes which shame, 

silence, and invisibilize queer people. What are the social, political, cultural (etc.) (i.e. structural) dynamics 
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which have some people experiencing shame because of their queerness? Perhaps most importantly, 

exactly just what the content of the creative transformations, which queer shame is supposedly aiming 

towards, might be? These gaps and implicits in Sedgwick's approach prompt me to explore alternative 

perspectives, which will provide a more structural and systemic conception of shame within 

heteronormativity. In the next section, then, 1 use Sara Ahmed's account to argue that shame should 

foremost be understood as an emotion queer people experience because they are perceived as deviant. 1 

will suggest (1) that Sedgwick's account, however important, is insufficient to understand the political and 

social scope of shame, while (2) Ahmed proposes a relevant account to do just that. 

2.3. Queer Shame Within Heteronormative Structures 

2.3.1. Sara Ahmed: A Phenomenologicallens on Shame and Idealization 

If 1 am to argue that shame must above ail be understood as an emotion that queer people 

experience because of the heteronormative conditions of the societies they inhabit (societies which 

identify them as deviant), 1 must arrive at a conception of shame as embedded in structural processes. 

With this in mind, 1 begin by examining the work of Sara Ahmed2S, who develops a conception of shame 

as a failure to achieve social ideals. In effect, in the chapter "Shame Before Others", from her 2004 book 

The Cultural Polities of Emotions, discusses shame by drawing on instances of National apologies. More 

specifically, she reflects "on the collective politics of shame by examining the role of shame within [ ... ] 

[National] discourse[s] of reconciliation [ ... ] [around the World)" (Ahmed [2004] 2014: 102), most of which 

25 Sara Ahmed holds a PhD from the Center for Critical and Cultural Theory at cardiff University and has been Professor 
of Race and Cultural Studies Goldsmiths, University of London until the year 2016, when she resigned from her position 
in response to the University's executives' inability to properly take actions to deal with sexual harassment. Her work 
areas include phenomenology, feminist philosophy, critical race theory and queer theory. She is interested in "how 
bodies and worlds take shape; and how power is secured and challenged in everyday life worlds as weil as institutional 
cultures" (Ahmed, 2021). Throughout her career, she has published or edited some twelve books and forty-seven 
journal articles. Her most recent book, entitled Living a Feminist Life, "shows how feminist theory is generated from 
everyday life and the ordinary experiences of being a feminist at home and at work" and provides the most polished 
version for the figure of the feminist 'killjoy' (Ahmed 2017). 
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prompted to apologize, namely, for slavery, colonialism and the genocides of indigenous populations. In 

this chapter, she questions how a Nation can, through a national "we" that is experiencing shame, make 

a sense of itself. While her considerations on national shame and its occurrences in official speech acts of 

regrets and apologies are interesting, 1 draw here more specifically on her well-developed 

conceptualization of shame as a phenomeno/ogical experience of encountering others. 

A Phenomenological Lens to Understand Shame 

Ahmed defines shame generally as an emotion stemming from primary negative affects, which 

one experiences as an "intense and painful sensation that is bound up with how the self feels about itself, 

a self-feeling that is felt by and on the body" (Ahmed [2004] 2014: 103). Additionally, she stresses that 

shame is an emotion which often involves an intense heat in the body or on the surface of the skin. This 

heat can be accompanied by skin coloring (but not always) and bears witness to one's feeling like a failure 

in the face of others (or oneself). Shame th us exposes personal faults (be they real or imagined). 

ln addition, Ahmed emphasizes two body movements in the experience of shame. Shame acts to 

de-form and to re-form the self and, in this sense, the body tends to conceal itself trom others who witness 

its shame, and seeks, through this flight, to preserve itself (Ahmed [2004] 2014: 103). But this flight places 

the subject in a kind of impossible position. If, by feeling shame, a person considers herself 'bad', she will 

try to escape the gaze of others, because they may remind her of her failure, or 'badness'. But running 

away really only brings her back to herself and her failure. She writes: "The subject, in turning away from 

another and back into itself, is consumed bya feeling of badness that cannot simply be given away or 

attributed to another" (Ahmed [2004] 2014: 104). Shame also implies a form of disgust, which the subject 

feels towards herself and others: "In shame, 1 feel myself to be bad, and hence to expel the badness, 1 have 

to expel myself from myself' (Ahmed [2004] 2014: 104). Shame th us creates an impossible situation for 

the subject: the desire to withdraw from others is met with a desire to flee from oneself. Moreover, the 
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impulse to camouflage oneself when feeling shame is paradoxical, notes Ahmed. The very fact of feeling 

shame indicates the failure to take refuge from the gaze of others, precisely because shame is self

exposure. "On the one hand, shame covers that which is exposed (we turn away, we lower our face, we 

avert our gaze), while on the other, shame exposes that which has been covered (it un-covers)" (Ahmed 

[2004J 2014: 104). 

ln this context, shame intensifies and amplifies the relationship one has with oneself. This 

experience of being-itself depends, as we have seen in Sartre, on the fact that a subject who is ashamed is 

mostly ashamed of her being otherfied in front of others (Ahmed [2004J 2014: 104). Further, Ahmed 

somewhat draws on Sedgwick in proposing that the individualizing effect of shame, through which one 

tends to distance oneself as much from others as from oneself, depends on the fact that shame is primarily 

a social experience which involves the relationship between two people (i.e. two subjectivities). In shame, 

in fact, and contrary to guilt, the bad character of a situation is transferred to the self, which integrates it 

and becomes its reflection. 

shame, Love and Social Ideals 

Moreover, Ahmed suggests that a subject is only truly ashamed in front of others to the extent 

that their opinions matter to her. In a very significant way, this means that shame implies an emotional 

involvement with others. Equally important, it also means that shame is experienced only in front of a (real 

or internalized) witness. Expressed differently, this would mean that, even when alone, a person feels 

shame because of the other person's imagined gaze. In fact, Ahmed is rather Sartrean in suggesting that 

shame makes the subject an Other for herself: "My failure before this other hence is profoundly a failure 

of myself to myself. In shame, 1 expose to myself that 1 am a failure through the gaze of an ideal other [ ... ]" 

(Ahmed [2004J 2014: 106). 
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From this ideolized Other emerges the more social aspects of Ahmed's understanding of shame, 

and upon which 1 shall build my argument. How is oneself (or the others) idealized? Idealization occurs as 

the subject internalizes the image she most wishes to be. That image draws and depends on the values 

she gathers and appropriates through her interactions with others. Such interactions shape her conception 

of herself and of the others, and they constitute norms and values which she hopes to live up to. What is 

more, su ch an ideal requires love: "[ ... ) through love, which involves the desire to be 'Iike' an other, as weil 

as to be recognized by an other, an ideal self is produced as an approximation of the others being" (Ahmed 

(2004) 2014: 106). In other words, the ideal self, combined with love, is what unites subjects with each 

other. It also fuels the desire to be like others and to be validated by others. The ideal selfthus comes from 

a desire to get doser to others and from the idealized relationship that a subject has built up with them. 

If we feel shame, we feel shame because we have failed to approximate 'an ideal' 

that has been given to us through the practices of love. What is exposed in shame 

is the foi/ure of love, as a failure that in turn exposes or shows our love. 

(Ahmed (2004) 2014: 106) 

Let us make explicit the emergence of queer shame within heteronormative systems following Ahmed's 

approach. According to Ahmed, people, through their encounters and interactions with each other, 

develop a certain idealized image of themselves. In other words, people create a "social" version of 

themselves, in that they idealize and value a version of themselves based on what they take up from 

others. And that is based on a shared social bond found in love and interest for others. What that means, 

to put it simply, is that if, for example, most people consider that a man should not wear a dress, then my 

idealized self (which, aga in, reflects the norms most people value and that 1 have also taken up) will most 

likely not wish to wear a dress. What happens if my octuol self wants to wear a dress? ln current 

heteronormative societies, which are mostly characterized by (expIa in), people who do not conform to 
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gender and sexual expectations are sometimes gravely repressed. Following Ahmed, in fact, if 1 were to 

wear a dress in public, for instance, 1 would most likely experience a form of shame when meeting the 

gaze of others, because of my "failure" to achieve or to live up to the idealized version of myself. Because 

of my incapacity to live "properly", and according to the social norms people around me value. What is 

more, 1 could even experience forms of shame if 1 were to sim ply try dresses on while out of sight, alone 

at home, because my idealized self may weil have internalized the gaze of others and the values and norms 

which society considers important still have a hold on me. Following Ahmed, 1 contend that the shame 

queer people experience (qua queer people) comes from society's heteronorms which dictate the rules 

and the norms to be valued in order to be "normal" with regard to gender expressions and sexual desires. 

These norms and ideals have been internalized by the people around us, who value them in return, and 

around whom we develop our own sense of self. 

From Ahmed, then, 1 get an understanding of shame as an emotion that is painful in multiple ways, 

which one experiences in front of others (be they real or internalized), due to one's failure to live up to 

the social ideals one ho Ids dear (or to which one is attached in spite of herself). Such a conception, in fact, 

eloquently iIIustrates that it is not enough to seek to understand the creative and transformative potential 

of shame, as Sedgwick suggests26
, but that it is also important to understand the heteronormative social 

forces that persist in shaming queer people. The relevance of Ahmed's approach is further enhanced when 

associated with a structural conception of power, such as that of Michel Foucault. 

2.3.2. Michel Foucault: Shame and Discipline 

Michel Foucault's influence in queer theory (and, more generally, in gender and sexuality studies) 

26 As for the question of the usefulness of shame, Ahmed believes that it can be valu able in limited doses. Indeed, 
shame can only be really useful temporarily, because: "Shame may be restorative only when the shamed other can 
'show' that its failure to measure up to a social ideal is temporary" (Ahmed [2004] 2014: 107). 
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is considerable, and his work is still widely cited or taken up today27. In the introduction to the first volume 

of his books concerning the history of sexuality, Foucault criticizes the repressive hypothesis about 

sexuality. The repressive hypothesis is the idea that, at around the 17th century, most discourses about sex 

and sexuality became socially and politically repressed, as if, from that time on, no one could discuss them 

anymore. In other words, the repressive hypothesis maintained that, historically, sexuality has supposedly 

developed hand in hand with a certain prudishness, thus preventing its diffusion, knowledge and even 

pronunciation within society. Foucault wishes to stress its falseness, because, quite contrary to what the 

hypothesis would pretend, he contends that discourses on sexuality, with the leverage that power offered 

them, have proliferated muchly from that time on. To put it differently, Foucault challenges the true 

foundations of the repressive hypothesis to suggest that power not only did not silence any discourse on 

sexuality but that it rather allowed for new productions of meaning to emerge with regard to the way 

people classified, documented and analyzed sexuality. 

For Foucault, then, power is productive. To understand what power is and how it functions in 

Foucault's works, biopolitics and biopower are two highly relevant concepts. They are both encompassed 

into Foucault's structural approach to power. Biopolitics has to do with "a political rationality which takes 

the administration of life and populations as it subjects: 'to ensure, sustain, and multiply life, to put this 

life in order' (Adams 2017, citing Foucault 1976: 138). To put it differently, biopolitics is a power which 

operates to regulate society and its people's lives. Following this, biopower corresponds the multiple ways 

biopolitics is exercised within society, and, thus, it is "[ ... ] a power that exerts a positive influence on life, 

27 Michel Foucault is one of the most important figures of 20th century philosophy. With an important background in 
psychology and history as weil as in philosophy, his method of analysis prioritizes archeological and genealogical 
approaches to understand and criticize the emergence of individual subjectivity (Gutting & Oksala 2019). His famous 
"repressive hypothesis" has been taken up extensively by queer theorists. Indeed, in La volonté de savoir (1976) (the 
first volume of his History of Sexuality), he questions the idea that sexuality was socially repressed at the turn of the 
17th century and he seeks to understand "what people's motivations are for propounding the hypothesis. [ ... ] 'Why 
do we say that we are repressed?''' (Dea 2016: 30). 
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that endeavors to administer, optimize, and multiply it, subjecting it to precise controls and 

comprehensive regulations" (Foucault [1976J 1978: 137). Biopower works through what Foucault calls 

dispositifs of power, which consists of an 

heterogeneous ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, 
regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, 
philosophical, moral and philanthropie propositions -in short, the said as much as 
the unsaid. (Foucault 1980: 194) 

Which means that biopower spreads, through discourses, exactly what it is trying to regulate. That is, 

dispositifs, in Foucault's work, are a sort a multi-dimensional and multi-consequential web which power 

uses to exert control over life, at the "[ ... J 'Ievel of life' itself' (Adams 2017, citing Foucault 1978: 137). In 

other words, biopower, through multiple discursive and communicative expressions, regulates what is 

"good" and what is "bad" for one to do and disciplines (viz. contrais, polices) people (and their behaviors) 

who do not fit in. 

Contrai and discipline are not alien to queer people. Queers have been legally and politically 

persecuted in multiple (and sometimes creative) ways for a long time. In fact, many queer people remain 

thusly persecuted in various contexts and for various reasons28
• In fact, even the Stonewall rebellions, 

which is today celebrated as one of the greatest founding moments of the lesbians and gays sexual 

liberation movements in the 1970s, was originally motivated by queer people's desire not to be harassed 

and beaten by the police anymore. Stonewall brought together people, who were described by society as 

degenerates, perverts, and sexual deviants, to ri se up against police control, violence and brutality, but 

also against the oppression that was their daily lives. In just a fortnight, the riots grew into a national 

28 For instance, there are places in the world where homosexuality is punishable by death (cf. Uga World 2021). 
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movement and by 1970 queer people around the world had started mobilizing and creating organizations 

to promote their rights to exist and live in a society that would no longer oppress and shame them. 

What is most important here is that shame worked for the queer people of Stonewall, and for 

many queer people still today, as a disciplining mechanism meant to deter queer people's daim to 

normalcy. In fact, for Foucault, shame is a complex emotion which points to one's transgression, i.e. it 

indicates a disagreement between the norm one acknowledges and who one actually is. Shame is 

comprised within societal body polities and acts as the omnipresent gaze of power which spreads shame 

in order to assimilate people and smooth aut their differences. Politically, shame holds relations with 

disciplinary institutions of power and ensures that it maximizes the value of some lives or renders others 

unlivable (Filipovie 2017: 102, cf. Butler 1996). That is, shame, "[ ... ]as a 'naturalized' social practiee, is 

instrumental in what Foucault calls the 'anatomo-politics of the human body' that disciplines and thus 

authors the subject by ensuring 'the optimization of its capabilities, the extortion of its forces, the parallel 

increase of its usefulness and its docility [and] its integration into systems of efficient and economic 

controls' (Filipovie 2017: 102, citing Foucault 1978: 139; emphasis in the original). One is ashamed because 

of the political and social dispositifs of power, whieh are responsible for generating and managing 

standards of normalcy. In fact, Foucault suggests that shame points (i.e. makes visible) one's behaviors 

which are considered (socially) perverse, or deviant. This is part of disciplining dispositifs aimed at blaming 

individuals for not "fitting in" (Foucault 1978: 37). 

Here, it becomes plain to see how Ahmed has taken up much of Foucault's work. For her shame is 

socially infused in people through their adherence and love for others and the norms they embody. For 

Foucault, shame alsa in valves the internalization of the sacial political and cultural norms emanating from 

the (dominant) disciplinary mechanisms in place. The main difference to be noted here is that, on Ahmed's 

account, one would not perceive her shame as coming from a dominant system that aims to poliee her. 
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While the social norms which she feels she must follow may be interpreted as a means to assimilate her, 

she would most likely not perceive it as a threat. Yet, according to Foucault's account, one experiences 

shame because one adheres to social norms, even if those norms can be oppressive. "I am ashamed 

[because] 1 have internalized the power structure that articulates me as its constitutive outside [ ... ]" 

(Filipovic 2017: 102; my emphasis). 

ln discussing Foucault's understanding of shame, 1 expanded upon the conception developed by 

Ahmed in order to show that shame, while it can be understood as a failure to meet social ideals (which 

one gets from her encountering others), it ought also to be comprised as the internalization of the power 

structures which, in turn, construct the shamed subjects as Others. Otherness in the face of others' gaze 

(and because of social oppressions) is a rich theme for Frantz Fanon. ln fact, Fanon's discussion of racialized 

shame provides nuances to my discussion, as it iIIustrates that shame, far from being foremost creative 

and transformational, can create barriers within one's personal identity when it is interlinked with racial 

prejudice. 

2.3.3. Frantz Fanon: Racialized Shame 

ln Peau noire, masques blancs (1952), psychiatrist, philosopher and essayist Frantz Fanon29 

develops one of the earliest critiques of Sartre's phenomenology of shame30 by proposing an 

29 Frantz Fanon was a renowned Caribbean-born psychiatrist, philosopher, and essayist whose words and writings have 
influenced (and still influence) various liberation movements and civil rights activists, including the Black Panthers in 
the U.S. (In fact, 'young revolutionaries' such as Huey Newton, Bobby Seale and Amiri Baraka were imbued with the 
critical thinking of emancipation that Fanon offered them). "Integrating psychoanalysis, phenomenology, 
existentialism, and Negritude theory, Fanon articulated an expansive view of the psychosocial repercussions of 
colonialism on colonized people." (Peterson 2020). 
30 ln Sartre famous voyeur example, let us recall, a voyeur spies on someone through the lock of a door. At one point, 
the voyeur is interrupted by the sound of footsteps approaching. This creates a break in the scene. If at first the voyeur 
spies on someone else's shame, the sound of footsteps now presents him as the shamed spectacle to be witnessed. 
For Sartre, this example is telling of the way shame works because the reader is likely to identify with the voyeur and 
to experience this break with him. In Franz Fanon's narration of his encounter with a young white boy who calls him 
an N-word, some sort of reversing occurs here in comparison to what the voyeur example iIIustrates. According to Gail 
Weiss, white people may here seem more prone to identify with the white boy than with Fanon. Two reason explain 
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autobiographical account of racialized shame31
• His account is particularly relevant to my current argument 

about shame, as (1) it adds a delicate layer of nuance which serves to highlight how racism can complicate 

the lived experience of shame for racialized people32, and (2) it eloquently points that shame, as 1 wish to 

show here, is notforemosttransformational, but can rather be quite damagingto one's personal identity. 

ln a chapter entitled "L'expérience vécue du Noir', Fanon tells his readers about his encounter with 

a young white boy on a train who calls him an N-word and expresses fear at the sight of him. This episode 

is instructive for addressing shame, as Fanon speaks openly about his feelings and impressions, and he 

relates how he had to "affronter le regard blanc" as a "lourdeur inaccoutumée" working to oppress him 

(Fanon 1952: 89). The oppression which this author experiences when faced with the white gaze connects 

with Ahmed's discussion of shame: the gaze of the whites serves to shame and otherfy Fanon. More 

specifically, what strikes one as most significant from Fanon's account is what commentator David Mitchel 

(2020) ca Ils the "cycle of shame", which consists offive standpoints or attitudes Fanon successively adopts 

in relation to his being racially shamed. Fanon describes his first impulse as the welcoming of his objectified 

Black man identity, in the face of whites' gazes, as a way of "re-establish[ing] and reclaim[ing] one's own 

objectivity" (Mitchell 2020: 361). "Je décidai, puisqu'il m'était impossible de partir d'un complexe inné, de 

m'affirmer en tant que NOIR" (Fanon 1952: 112; his emphasis). However, as Mitchell notes, this first 

this. First, because of stereotyping and what Collins has termed 'controlling images' (cf. Hills Collins), Black men are 
stereotypically depicted as violent sexual predators, with whom white people are unlikely to identify. Second, the 
experience of being is seen as a source ofterror is alien to most white people, especially white women. The first person 
telling of this encounter questions and shakes the historically racist roots of oppression upon which this experience of 
shame is built. What is more, this encounter, Fanon reminds us, does not require any particular action on his part, 
solely his visual appearance (Weiss 2018: 543-544). 
31 Since then, other authors have sought to discuss racialized shame, some by discussing internalized racism (e.g. 
Johnson 2020; Mason 2015; David et al. 2019), others, more broadly, by discussing how race and shame may be 
interlinked (cf. Lebron 2013; Leverenz 2012). 
32 1 wish to make plain and evident from the outset the fact that 1 in no way desire to appropriate the words and 
experiences of racialized people to make them fit my own research. While 1 wish to present how Fanon's account of 
shame highlights deeper political intricacies of shame, 1 am also aware that many other things could (and ought to) be 
sa id about such an account, namely concerning the ignorance of the white gaze and the blindness to differences (cf. 
Medina 2013; Mills 2007). 
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impulse fails because it lacks positive content to whieh to relate: the universal (ste reotypica 1 and 

stigmatizing) figure of the Black person circulating in Fanon's time is not the one he aspires to (Mitchell 

2020 : 361). He therefore opts for transcendence. In other words, Fanon's second impulse, in the face of 

his objectification, is a desire to become invisible and not to escape the objectification that whites' gazes 

make him endure. This strategy also fails because it is impossible to make oneself perfectly invisible or to 

become impervious to others. A third strategy then corresponds to Fanon's attempt to combine the two 

previous ones: to avoid being shamed by making oneself equal to whites. The bulk of this third strategy 

consists in going beyond the stereotypieal and oppressive gaze of whites in order to make oneself at least 

equal to them, and to expose (to them) their mistake. "En bon tacticien, je voulus rationaliser le monde, 

montrer au Blanc qu'il était dans l'erreur" (Fanon 1952: 115; he capitalizes). As Fanon explains, it is as 

though truncating the darkness of his skin meant being able to reach the universal reason that whites deny 

him (and that only them have access to) (Mitchell 2020: 362). But Mitchell points that this strategy is once 

again doomed to fail, for, on the one hand, it requires Fanon to dissociate himself from his own self in the 

hope oftranscending his race, and, on the other hand, it seems obvious, in Fanon's words, that the (white) 

"gaze" of reason he intends to adopt (or incarnate) is not sufficient to undermine the harmful effects of 

racism, whieh ultimately persists unflinchingly (Mitchell 2020: 362). This brings him, in a fourth movement, 

and a bit like a visionary, to seek to transform his shame into pride, like many people (after him) within 

civil rights movements who came to truncate the shame society made them feel (by judging them to be 

deviant, perverse, imperfect, etc.) into pride and empowerment (i.e. "Gay is Good"). As Mitchell points 

out, Fanon's pride is embodied in his identification with his Blackness, but still carries the mark of 

stereotypes and oppression that relegate him to the reign of the irrational, the barbarie, or the primitive. 

"Puisque sur le plan de la raison, l'accord n'était pas possible, je me rejetais vers l'irrationalité. À charge 

au Blanc d'être plus irrationnel que moi" (Fanon 1952:120; my emphasis). 
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What's more, Fanon notes that the pride he displays romanticizes his Blackness and prevents him 

from being more than a lower stage of human development in the eyes of whites (Mitchell 2020: 362). 

The fifth movement (and the only one possible) for Fanon then, in such a context, is violence. As Mitchell 

points out, violence is inevitable: faced with his oppression, the Black man explodes and wants to subject 

whites to the same treatment that they have reserved for him. ilLe [N-word] est un jouet entre les mains 

du Blanc; alors, pour rompre ce cercle infernal, il explose" (Fanon 1952 :136; N-word used as replacement). 

But Fanon suggests that violence only is the ultimate step in sealing a vicious circle of objectification in 

which the Black man is trapped, since violent responses to oppression only reinforces the stereotype of 

the Black man as someone to be feared. And his IIcausing" a young boy to be frightened (at the sight of 

him) is what makes Fanon feel ashamed in the first place, since ll50cial rejection", for people "who do not 

conform to social norms" risks bringing about "frequent and enduring experiences of shame" (Harris-Perry 

2011: 106). 

Fanon skillfully traces a dialectic of racial shame to illustrate the ever-present shame Black men 

may come to experience through insidious (and not 50 insidious) forms of racism. Through this dialectic, 

one can appreciate the relevant distinctions between his interpretation of illegitimate racial shame (which 

arises because of iIIegitimate prejudices against Black people living in racist societies) and that of Sartre's 

voyeur example (in which the voyeur's shame seems legitimate, as it serves as social function [to show 

disapproval over his behavior)) (see chapter 1). What is more, sorne sort of interesting reversing occurs in 

comparison to what the voyeur example iIIustrates: in Fanon's narrative white people seem more disposed 

to identify with the white boy than with Fanon. Two reasons may explain this. First, because of what Collins 

has termed 'controlling images', Black men are stereotypically depicted as violent sexual predators with 

whom white people are unlikely to identify (Hill Collins 1990). Second, the experience of being seen as a 

source ofterror is alien to most white people, especially white women. The first person telling of Fanon's 
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encounter questions and shakes the historically racist roots of oppression upon which such experiences of 

shame are built. For such an encounter to unfurl, Fanon reminds us, he does not need to perform any 

action other than making himself visible to others, who in turn make him feel alien (Weiss 2018: 543-544). 

Fanon's account of racial shame is an integral part ofthe experience of racial discrimination he describes, 

because, just like with Foucault and Ahmed, shame obeys a political and social form of control. 

To explain eloquently how shame can be complicated by stigmatizing racial prejudice and to 

further iIIustrate how shame can be painful, let me draw here on the (fictitious) life experiences of How to 

Get Away with Murders Annalise Keating33
, a dark-skinned, bisexual, Black women. During the last episode 

of the show, in a grandiose final statement, she den ounces the "mask" she has had to wear ail of her life 

in order to "fit in", to appear appropriate, or to pass (cf. Johnson 2019). 5he says: 

50, here's the truth about me. l've worn a mask every day of my life. In high school, 
it was a smile that 1 faked to get boys to like me. In law school, 1 changed my na me 
to sound more "New England". At the law firm, 1 wore heels, makeup, and a wig. 
And when 1 got married, 1 threw myself into becoming a Keating. And it was ail to 
create a version of myself that the world wou Id accept. (Nowalk & Cragg 2020) 

The fact that she felt she had to change her name (from Anna Mae to Annalise), in order for her to sound 

more "white", perhaps points to how she has been (socially) conditioned to feel ashamed of her origins. 

The "heels, makeup, and a wig" part is also significantly eloquent of ail the stereotypes she had to 

overcome in order to move away from social shame and for her to "fit in". They were attires which she 

had to wear in order to overcome the degrading stereotypes that transmit the idea that dark-skinned 

women are not real women or are not feminine enough (Norwood 2015). At the same time, they were 

meant for her to overcome the stereotype of the "bad black woman", and, th us, to appear less dangerous 

33 How to Get Away with Murder is an American drama/thriller series created by Peter Nowalk which ran on ABC fram 
September 2014 to May 2020. It follows criminal defense attorney Annalise Keating (played by Viola Davis) and her 
inner circle of students (the "Keating Five") as they get entangled into murder plots. 
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to whites (Hill Collins 1990). Moreover, the fact that she felt she had to wear a wig most of the time to 

appear "proper" is tragically telling, since many racialized people have to experience social rejections (in 

school, employment, housing, public spa ces, etc.) because (white) people judge their hair (Mason 2015). 

When she says that she "threw herself into becoming a Keating", she refers to her marrying a white man 

(Sam) (who had a greater social status than she did, and who had some form of authority over her ... ), as 

an expression of her "desire" to correspond to white ideals. Many elements of Annalise's story are 

reminiscent of internalized racism (cf. David et al. 2019; Johnson 2020), since she was socially brought to 

hate her (Black) self and thus to feel ashamed for not trying to "overcome" it. Annalise's story reveals 

much about racialized shame and how it can create an impasse. The vicious circle that we can find in Fanon, 

and which leads him (in spite of himself) to feel ashamed of his personal identity, is also the one which 

drives Annalise to reject her origins and to want to seem "appropriate" in the eyes of whites. 

ln this section, 1 have argued, drawing on the work of Ahmed, Foucault, and Fanon, that shame 

can be far too complex and damaging for queer people to hurriedly contemplate its creative and 

productive potential. Following Ahmed, 1 retain that shame is a multifariously painful emotion that is 

experienced as an exposure (in front of others, real or imagined) of one's failure to live up to the social 

ideals. We have also pointed that this conception has deep ties with Foucault's understanding of power, 

since, for both of those authors, shame also in volves the internalization of the social, political and cultural 

norms emanating from the (dominant) disciplinary mechanisms in place, which make queer people seem 

deviant or perverse. Finally, 1 have also suggested that shame can be an even more complicated and 

stigmatizing emotion when it pertains to racial prejudice. But is that ail there is to say about shame? ln 

what ways can queer shame, as a painful emotion generated by exclusionary heteronormative norms, be 

thought to be useful? Previously, 1 discussed Sedgwick's conception of transformational queer shame. 1 

proposed that such a conception was insufficient without an adequate understanding of the shame queer 

61 



people experience within heteronormative societies. Building upon the conceptions 1 explored in 

discussing Ahmed's, Foucault's, and Fanon's works, 1 will, in the next section, explore in a more nuanced 

way the transformational potential of queer shame by suggesting that queer shame can be thought of as 

a politicallever aimed at identifying and denouncing oppressive heteronorms. 

2.4. Shame as a Politicallever 

So far, 1 have proposed that queer people experience shame qua queer people because of the 

heteronorms which construct them as deviant. That was the first part of the vicious circle which 1 pointed 

to in the introduction of this chapter. This vicious circle, 1 suggest, implies that, on the one hand, queer 

people are shamed by heteronormative structures that considers them deviant, and, on the other hand, 

the shame they feel forces them to conform to heteronorms, which reinforces heteronormativity's 

domination. In this last section, 1 wish to see how to disrupt the vicious circle. 1 seek to do that byarguing 

that shame may serve as a politicallever meant to expose and challenge heteronormative structures which 

oppress queer people. 

First, let us discuss how the shaming of queer people (because they are viewed as deviant) results 

in a sort of reinforcing of heteronormative oppressions. To illustrate this idea, let me look at the telling 

example which the "cult of masculinity" displays, as it is present amongst many gay men. On the dating

app scene (i.e. the Grindr app), for instance, sorne gay men, who present themselves as highly masculine, 

appear on the lookout exclusively for other masculine men (Garda-Gomez 2020, cf. Conner 2018; Jaspai 

2017). Their nicknames can be composed of things like "mas4masc" or "Lookingformasc", and their bios 

can comprise statements like "no fems" (i.e. no effeminate men). In these cases, the priee, for a more 

feminine man, to chat with them usually is to be blocked, but can also entail rejection, humiliation, and 

ghosting (i.e. the other person will stop responding abruptly and for no "apparent" reason). Another cliché 

characteristic of su ch profiles who value masculinity above ail else are statements like ''l'm discreet" or 
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"hors milieu", which usually either means a closeted (sometimes cou pied) straight (or bi-curious) man 

wishing for sorne "adventure", or a gay man who implies that the gay community is a bunch of dramatic, 

hysteric Queens above which he positions himself. What the Grindr scene illustrates is that masculinity, 

for many gay men, is often constructed upon the rejection of femininity, that is on anti-effeminacy 

discourses and attitudes. Anti-effeminacy is "a sexist belief that oneself and other gay men should not 

appear or behave effeminately" (Murgo 2017: 107), because that would mean they are not "real" men. 

What lies at the heart of such a sentiment is shame. The shame one may experience as a result of appearing 

deviant. But, in this example, masculine gay men's shame actually causes them to reject their own emotion 

and to project it instead unto others, in this case the "effeminate" gay men, th us reinforcing 

heteronormative systems of oppressions which would have masculinity dominate femininity (Morris & 

Blume Oeur 2018). (It can also be argued, in fact, that hierarchically constructing masculinity as superior 

to femininity reinforces (internalized) forms of misogyny [Hale & Ojeda 2018]). In this example, then, 

effeminate queer men are deemed deviant, and, thus, are shamed, because their gender expressions fail 

to meet dominant standards among gay men. 

This is similarto what queertheorist Michael Warner34, in his 1999 book The Trouble with Normal, 

discusses about the sexual politics of queer shame. He believes that there is a need to address sexuality 

and shame politically precisely because of certain contexts where people are shamed for being (considered 

as) sexually deviant (or, as in the example above, as gender non-conforming). That is to say, queer people 

are shamed because they are not in sync with current (dominant) norms of gender and sexual 

performances. And for Warner, shame becomes political as soon as people (who are dominant and in 

34 Michael Warner holds a PhO from the Johns Hopkins University and is Seymour H. Knox Professor of English, and 
Professor of American Studies at Yale University. As a queer theorist, he has written the highly influential1999 book 
The Trouble with Normal which has been taken up and discussed by many, and he is also credited for popularizing the 
word "heteronormativity" (Warner 1991) (but the concept has deeper roots, for instance in Rich's [1980] or in Rubin's 
[1984] works.) 
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positions of power) refuse to feel it for themselves (when sometimes they ought to) and shift it instead 

onto marginalized people, who are thus socially registered as Others (queer people, according to him, 

become therein perceived as perverse, deviant or abnormal). Moreover, Martha C. Nussbaum (whom 1 

discussed in chapter 1) comments on Warner's discussion of sexual shame and highlights how shame may 

in fact contribute to reinforcing heterosexist prejudice: "Having a lot of shame about our own bodies [ ... ] 

we seek to render our bodies less disturbing; and this frequently involves projecting our own emotions 

outward, onto vulnerable people and groups who come to embody a shamefulness and a disgustingness 

that we then conveniently deny in our own person" (Nussbaum 2012: 225; her emphasis). In a way then, 

sexual shame, according to Warner, aims to silence (those seen as) subversive people, even amongst the 

marginalized. That is, people who are labeled as Others, because of their gender expressions and sexual 

desires, are pushed out of the public space, on the one hand, because they do not (or no longer) have 

access to public resources to express themselves, to be seen or to be heard, and, on the other hand, 

because their voices and experiences are discredited and considered deviant (Tarnopolsky 2004 : 470). 

However, Warner does not consider the repudiation of shame to be constructive. For him, society 

ought to oppose constructing shame as sexual stigma, because it humiliates and marginalizes certain 

groups, and because it hierarchically prioritizes sorne sexualities over others. In fact, according to Warner, 

the socially transformative potential of shame could be realized if shame were no longer associated with 

sexuality. Put differently, that would require for the primary seat of shame to no longer be located in 

sexuality. 

Instead of finding sources of stigmatization in shame, he argues, we must try to find 
a kind of dignity in shame that will draw humanity together in a recognition of our 
"indignities" or 'contingencies'. (Tarnopolsky 2004: 473, citing Warner 1999: 36) 

His daim rests upon two arguments. First, it rests on a principle of basic human liberties (following John 
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Stuart Mill) which basically contends that people's autonomous sexual liberties should not be socially 

restricted if no harm comes from them. Second, he argues that permitting (even encouraging) such sexual 

liberties may be beneficial for everyone: "When we allow different groups more liberty to construct their 

own modes of sexuallife, moreover, we are alilikely to learn from these 'experiments in living" (Nussbaum 

2012: 225-226). 

Warner's ideas are certainly relevant and make me optimistic that the current stigmatizations and 

marginalization queer people experience may "get better" at some point. However, 1 contend that he may 

in fact be putting the cart in front of the horses in that he appears to assume that shame can sim ply be 

dislodged from sexuality (i.e. while he wishes for it, he does not really seem to argue for it). What is more, 

the position he daims puts queer people's gender expressions and sexual desires beyond the scope of 

shame. As if shame can be overcome. This is not a position 1 wish to defend here. Rather, 1 think it is far 

more feasible to consider a world in which shame, while it most likely will continue to exist, can be dealt 

with. In fact, since queer people can be thought of as a marginalized group, partly because of the shame 

which heteronormative structures make them feel, 1 wish to suggest that their shame can work as a 

po/iticallever in order to identify, name and address situations of heteronormative oppression. 1 argue this 

idea based on the fact that (1) oppressed people, following Medina (2013), occupy particular positions 

which allows them to (epistemically) understand uniquely their experiences, and that (2) these positions, 

in turn, may enable for queer people to create "safe-spaces" meant to discuss and address their shame 

and their marginalization. 

According to philosopher José Medina, marginalized people, unlike dominant or powerful people, 

are better able to develop a posture of epistemic humility, which is understood as one's ability to remain 

attentive and accountable to one's epistemic judgments and attitudes (Medina 2013: 43). For marginalized 

people, moreover, such humility can imply a form of open-mindedness and a curiosity about others that 
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is not found in other people. It makes them question themselves and the attitudes of others. Indeed, 

Medina notes that oppressed people, in general, are intellectually and cognitively more curious than their 

oppressors, as they are more likely to tind themselves in situations where increased knowledge of the 

oppressor can save them from harmful consequences. The eminent philosopher Charles W. MiIIs, for 

example, makes a similar point when he suggests that some black people ought to become "experts" on 

white people: « for their very survival, blacks have been forced to become lay anthropalogists [ ... ] of the 

'white tribe' that has such frightening pawer over them that in certain time periods whites can even 

determine their life or death an a whim" (Mills 2007: 17-18). Thus, for Medina, the subordinate positions 

in which marginalized groups find themselves often imply that they have a surplus of intellectual curiosity 

where their oppressors can afford a form of epistemic laziness. Similarly, marginalized groups are often 

more sensitive to the perspectives and experiences of others. « They have no option but to acknowledge, 

respect, and (to some extent) inhabit alternative perspectives, in particular the perspective of the dominant 

other(s) » (Medina 2013: 44). Following this, it can be thought that queer people have to "inhabit" (at 

least) two particular positions: on the one hand, that of people marginalized and shamed by the 

heteronormative society, and, on the other hand, that of marginalized people who have to maintain a 

greater form of curiosity and vigilance towards the heteronormative society that, at any moment, might 

create harm to them. 

Given the particular position that queer people inhabit, following Medina, 1 believe that it is 

important to question whether it is possible to create "safe spaces" that would allow for the formation of 

a vocabulary through which queer people would be better able to understand and speak out against the 

oppressions that they experience as a result of marginalization and stigmatization. Su ch spa ces may consist 

of places where queer people can speak freely about their experiences without the fear of retribution. 

According to Moira Rachel Kenney, in fa ct, su ch spaces may foster the emergence of uncontined and 
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inclusive discussions and projects meant to resist oppression through shared efforts (Kenney 2001). Only 

in su ch a similar context, then, do 1 believe that shame, even though it is a painful emotion, as Ahmed 

suggests, may be creative and transformational in the way Sedgwick proposed. 

2.5. Conclusion 

This chapter consisted of a close examination of queer shame. On the one hand, this examination 

aimed to show that shame is a painful emotion stemming from heteronormative social structures. On the 

other hand, it sought to argue that shame serve as a politicallever in order to challenge heteronormativity. 

1 attained those goals by juxtaposing four interconnected sections. In a first section, 1 explored the works 

and ideas of Gay Shame, which connects shame and queer in that both resist the normalizing tendencies 

of gay mainstream culture and both have productive potential. The productive potential of shame which 

Gay Shame discussed brought me to explore the works of Sedgwick, for whom queer shame corresponds 

to (following Butler) a series of performances through which queers develop creative and transformational 

possibilities of being. While Sedgwick's account appeared highly relevant, 1 felt it lacked something like a 

structural understanding of the conditions for which queer people experience shame in the first place. For 

this reason, 1 turned, in a third section, to the works of Ahmed, Foucault, and Fanon to propose that shame 

can be far too complex and damaging for queer people to hurriedly contemplate its creative and 

productive potential. Finally, in the last section, 1 contended that shame, however painful an emotion, may 

be useful as means to expose and contest heteronormative structures. 

ln the end, perhaps sorne could criticize this rationale on the same grounds that 1 criticized 

Sedgwick or Warner, viz. by pointing out that 1 do not really offer a "practical guide" which would assure 

that shame may create the " safe-space" 1 aim for. While that may be true, 1 console myself with the belief 

that 1 do not unrealistically claim that we could ever get rid of shame, as it is a human emotion which 

exists. Amongst the things that are left to do, in the perspective 1 developed, the n, is to stay humble 

67 



towards others' input and to stay optimistic that su ch discussions may bring us doser to a shared 

understanding capable of unsettling heteronorms. 
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Conclusion 

It was in high school that 1 my awareness of homophobia grew. Of course, 1 knew before that 1 wasn't 

really supposed to feel the way 1 did, but 1 had never realized that hating and discriminating against queer 

and gender nonconforming people had a name. In high school, as 1 was coming to terms with my own 

sexuality, 1 remember having clear moments of realizations. Of realizing that life was going to be different. 

That for sorne queers, it is not only radically different, but also extremely cruel and demanding. While 1 

was starting to embrace my difference and my uniqueness, 1 became ail too aware as weil of the traumas 

sorne queer people (have to) face because of their differences. In high school, 1 remember that posters 

were put up and pamphlets were distributed to inform us about homosexuality, homophobia, or related 

"issues". One of the posters that most struck provided information about the International Day Against 

Homophobia (which is now called International Day Against Homophobia, Transphobia and Biphobia). 

While that day is formerly observed since around 2005, 1 remember that 1 first acknowledged its existence 

through this poster in my second high school year (because that same summer 1 came out to my parents), 

which was 2008-09. That poster struck me because it was one of the first "hard evidence" that 1 came 

across where people like me not only were discriminated against but cou Id also get together and fight it. 1 

remember asking for a poster to put on my bedroom wall, and 1 even hand-made myself a t-shirt to 

"promote" that day. When my parents and sibling questioned me about it, 1 felt utterly silly and ashamed. 

For a long time, 1 cou Id not clearly discern exactly why 1 felt ashamed in that instance. While writing 

this dissertation, this story came back to me. Ilacked the wit and insight to explain to my family what 1 was 

going through. Besides, 1 do not imagine that 1 would have had an adequate place where 1 would have felt 

comfortable to have this conversation with them at that moment. My shame was too great and my words 

too small. That is probably, at least in part, why 1 wrote this dissertation in the way 1 did. To propose the 

basis for thinking about the shame that queer people feel, and to try to see if we could not create places 
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for them to talk and communicate their experiences of shame without fear. Without having to keep it to 

themselves. Without these experiences becoming traumatie. To see if from these experiences and 

moments of shame a discussion could be had that wou Id help us grow. 

ln short, the point of this dissertation was to discuss shame and its transformative potential for 

queer people. Some authors believe that queer shame foremost is positive and potentially transformative 

for queer people's sense of self. 1 rather proposed, following both a thorough conceptualization of shame 

and an illustration of its place within heteronormative structures, that queer shame may only ever be said 

transformative insofar as we adequately comprehend this emotion as painful for queer people, whose 

lives in heteronormative societies are particularly marked by "non-conformity". Chapter one was meant 

as an exploration of the different conceptualizations of shame that authors in psychology, philosophy and 

feminisms have elaborated. From them, 1 concocted my own interpretation to propose that shame can be 

understood as a pain fui emotion that an individual feels when one of her flaws (real or imagined) is 

highlighted in front of others (real or imagined). 1 further drew on this understanding in chapter two, which 

aim it was to examine closely queer shame. 1 suggested that shame, while it is a painful emotion stemming 

from heteronormative social structures, may politically challenge this heteronormative societies. 

1 believe that this dissertation makes a valuable theoretieal contribution by offering a detailed and 

nuanced understanding of the shame that queer people experience as a result of living within 

heteronormative societies. Furthermore, 1 have explored my topie by studying women, racialized people, 

and (otherwise) marginalized people. This is consistent with and puts into practiee the underlying premise 

of this dissertation, whieh is that a better understanding of the experiences of queer people is more likely 

to bring us closerto a more inclusive and life-affirming society. However, perhaps a limitation of my project 

is that 1 have studied su ch an important emotion as shame without great reference to psychology. 

Additionally, in this essay, 1 have used the word "queer" for ethieal and politieal purposes in a way that 
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encompasses many diverse experiences. 1 would readily acknowledge the limitation of my project if 1 were 

blamed for not addressing the experiences of queer people in a way that captured their richness and 

diversity. 1 stand by my political use of "queer" and regret my (potential) lack of diversity. 

While 1 have addressed, and proposed an argument for, the transformational potential of queer 

shame in this dissertation, 1 believe much more ought to be developed with regards to queer shame. For 

instance, meaningful work could be developed to address important and pressing issues that lie at the 

intersection of sexual orientation and race. In effect, while some authors have discussed racialized shame 

(cf. Johnson 2020; Mason 2015; David et al. 2019; lebron 2013; leverenz 2012) or queerness and 

racialization (cf. Johnson 2016; Johnson & Henderson 2005; Johnson & Rivera-$ervera 2016), perhaps the 

question of queer racialized shame ought to receive more attention. 
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