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I don’t remember hearing the phrase “queer performativity” used before, but it 
seems to be made necessary by, if nothing else, the work of Judith Butler in and 
since her important book Gender Trouble. Anyone who was at the 1991 Rutgers 
conference on Gay and Lesbian Studies, and heard Gender Trouble appealed to in 
paper after paper, couldn’t help being awed by the productive impact this dense and 
even imposing work has had on the recent development of queer theory and reading- 
especially among the hundreds of graduate students whose “recruitment” into the 
gay studies, if not more simply the gay, lifestyle has been one of the most notable 
and fun features of the emergence of our shared discipline. Inevitably, as any theory 
of cultural consumption would suggest, the iteration, the citation, the use of Butler’s 
formulations in the context of queer theory will prove to have been highly active and 
tendentious. Probably the centerpiece of Butler’s recent work has been a series of 
demonstrations that gender can best be discussed as a form of performativity. But 
what that claim, in turn, “means” is performatively dependent on the uses given it. 
Judging from the Rutgers conference, its force so far has been in pressing toward a 
radical extreme of interrogation the anti-essentialist account of gender; in ratifying 
the apparently unique centrality of drag performance practice as-not just the shap- 
ing metaphor-but the very idiom of a tautologically heterosexist gendedsexuality 
system, and the idiom also of the possibility for its subversion; in broadening the 
notion of parody and foregrounding it as a strategy of gender critique and struggle; 
and more generally, in placing theater and theatrical performance at  front and center 
of questions of subjectivity and sexuality. 

There is a lot to value in all this. But as a reader I do find that the magnetism 
exerted on me by the notion of performativity emanates from some different places 
than these-also queer ones, and also, I believe, resonant with at least some concerns 
in Butler’s writing that have proven less easy to attend to so far. I’d single out 
especially the relation between systemic melancholia-the melancholia she describes 
so suggestively as being instituted by the loss, not of particular objects of desire, but 
of proscribed desires themselves-the relation between that systemic melancholia 
and performativity. But where, then, are we to look for performativity itself? I would 
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like the question of performativity to prove useful in some way for understanding 
the obliquities among meaning, being, and doing, not only around the examples of 
drag performance and (its derivative?) gendered self-presentation, but equally for 
such complex speech acts as coming out, for work around AIDS and other grave 
identity-implicating illnesses, and for the self-labelled, transversely but urgently 
representational placarded body of demonstration. 

To begin with: the divided history, hence the divided reach across present and 
future, of this term “performativity.” In many usages I am currently hearing, it 
seems to be filiated only with, motivated only by the notion of a performance in the 
defining instance theatrical. Yet Butler’s work constitutes an invitation to, in her 
words, “consider gender . . . as . . . an ‘act,’ as it were, which is both intentional 
and performative, where ‘performative’ itself carries the double-meaning of ‘dra- 
matic’ and ‘non-referential’ ’’ (Butler, “Performative Acts ,” 272-73). “Performa- 
tive” at the present moment carries the authority of two quite different discourses, 
that of theater on the one hand, of speech-act theory and deconstruction on the 
other. Partaking in the prestige of both discourses, it nonetheless, as Butler suggests, 
means very differently in each. The stretch between theatrical and deconstructive 
meanings of “performative” seems to span the polarities of, at either extreme, the 
extroversion of the actor, the introversion of the signifier. Michael Fried’s opposition 
between theatricality and absorption seems custom-made for this paradox about 

performativity”: in its deconstructive sense performativity signals absorption; in 
the vicinity of the stage, however, the performative is the theatrical. But in another 
range of usages, a text like Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition uses “performa- 
tivity” to mean an extreme of something like efJiciency-postmodern representation 
as a form of capitalist efficiency-while, again, the deconstructive “performativity ” 
of Paul de Man or  J .  Hillis Miller seems to be characterized by the dislinkage precisely 
of cause and effect between the signifier and the world. At the same time, it’s worth 
keeping in mind that even in deconstruction, more can be said of performative speech- 
acts than that they are ontologically dislinked or introversively non-referential. Fol- 
lowing on de Man’s demonstration of “a radical estrangement between the meaning 
and the performance of any text” (298), one might want to dwell not so much on the 
non-reference of the performative but rather on (what de Man calls) its necessarily 
“aberrant”’ relation to its own reference-the torsion, the mutual perversion as one 
might say, of reference and performativity. 

“Performativity” is already quite a queer category, then-maybe not so surprising 
if we consider the tenuousness of its ontological ground, the fact that it begins its 
intellectual career all but repudiated in advance by its originator, the British phi- 
losopher J. L. Austin, who introduces the term in the first of his 1955 Harvard 
lectures (later published as How to Do Things with Words) only to disown it some- 
where around the eighth. He disowns or  dismantles “performativity,” that is, as the 
name of a distinct category or  field of utterances (that might be opposed to the 
“constative”) ; and indeed the use that deconstruction has had for “performativity” 
begins with the recognition of it as a property common to all utterance. Yet, as 
Shoshana Felman points out in The Literary Speech Act, Austin’s own performance 
in these texts is anything but a simple one; and one of their sly characteristics is a 
repeated tropism toward-an evident fascination with-a particular class of ex- 
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amples of performative utterance. Presented first as pure, originary and defining 
for the concept; dismissed at  the last as no more than “a marginal limiting case” of 
it if indeed either the examples or the concept can be said to “survive” the analytic 
operation of the lectures at  all (Austin 150); nonetheless reverted to over and over 
as if no argument or  analysis, no deconstruction or  dismantlement could really vitiate 
or even challenge the self-evidence of their exemplary force-these sentences are 
what Austin’s work installs in the mind as  performativity tout court, even while 
rendering nominally unusable the concept of performativity tout court. Famously, 
these are a cluster of sentences in the first person singular present indicative active, 
about which “it seems clear that to utter the sentence (in, of course, the appropriate 
circumstances) is not to describe my doing [a thing] . . . or  to state that I am doing 
it: it is to do it” (Austin 6). Examples include “I promise,” “I bet . . . ,” “I bequeath 
. . . ,” “I christen . . . ,” ‘‘I apologize,” “I dare you,” “I sentence you . . . ,” and 
so on. But the first example Austin offers remains both his own most inveterately 
recurrent and his most influential: “‘I do (sc. take this woman to be my lawful 
wedded wife)’-as uttered in the course of the marriage ceremony” (4). 

The marriage ceremony is, indeed, so central to the origins of “performativity” 
(given the strange, disavowed but unattenuated persistence of the exemplary in this 
work) that a more accurate name for How to Do Things with Words might have 
been How to say  (or write) “ I  do,’ about twenty million times without winding up 
any more married than you started out. (Short title: I Do-Not!) This is true both 
because most of the “I do”’s (or “I pronounce thee man and  wife"'^) in the book 
are offered as examples of the different ways things can go wrong with performative 
utterances (e.g., “because we are, say, married already, or  it is the purser and not 
the captain who is conducting the ceremony” [Austin 161); but even more because 
it is as examples they are offered in the first place-hence as, performatively, voided 
in advance. How to Do Things with Words thus performs at  least a triple gesture 
with respect to marriage: installing monogamous heterosexual dyadic church- and 
state-sanctioned marriage at  the definitional center of an entire philosophical edifice, 
it yet posits as the first heuristic device of that philosophy the class of things (for 
instance, personal characteristics or object choices) that can preclude or vitiate 
marriage; and it constructs the philosopher himself, the modern Socrates, as a man- 
presented as highly comic-whose relation to the marriage vow will be one of com- 
pulsive, apparently apotropaic repetition and yet of ultimate exemption. 

So, as Felman’s work in The Literary Speech Act confirms, the weird centrality 
of the marriage example for performativity in general isn’t exactly a sign that this 
train of thought is foredoomed to stultification in sexual orthodoxy. Nevertheless I 
am struck by the potential interest that might also lie in speculation about versions 
of performativity (okay, go ahead and call them ‘perversions’-or ‘deformatives’) 
that might begin by placing some different kinds of utterance in the position of the 
exemplary. Austin keeps going back to that formula “first person singular present 
indicative active,” for instance, and the marriage example makes me wonder about 
the apparently natural way the first-person speaking, acting, and pointing subject, 
like the (wedding) present itself, gets constituted in marriage through a confident 
appeal to state authority, through the calm interpellation of others present as “wit- 
nesses,” and through the logic of the (heterosexual) supplement whereby individual 
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subjective agency is guaranteed by the welding into a cross-gender dyad. Persons 
who self-identify as queer, by contrast, will be those whose subjectivity is lodged in 
refusals or deflections of (or by) the logic of the heterosexual supplement; in far less 
simple associations attaching to state authority; in far less complacent relation to the 
witness of others. The emergence of the first person, of the singular, of the present, 
of the active, and of the indicative are all questions, rather than presumptions, for 
queer performativity. 

That’s why I like to speculate about a performative elaboration that might begin 
with the example, not “I do,” but, let us say, “Shame on you.” “Shame on you” 
has several important features in common with Austin’s pet examples: most notably, 
it names itself, it has its illocutionary force (the conferral of shame) in and by 
specifying its illocutionary intent. Then, like Austin’s examples, it depends on the 
interpellation of witness. And like them too it necessarily occurs within a pronoun 
matrix. Unlike the “I do” set of performatives, though, its pronoun matrix begins 
with the second person. There is a “you”’ but there is no “1”-or rather, forms of 
the inexplicit “I” constantly remain to be evoked from the formulation “Shame on 
you.” They can be evoked in different ways. The absence of an explicit verb from 
“Shame on you” records the place in which an I, in conferring shame, has effaced 
itself and its own agency.’ Of course the desire for self-effacement is the defining 
trait of-what else?-shame. So the very grammatical truncation of “Shame on you” 
marks it as the product of a history out of which an I, now withdrawn, is projecting 
shame-toward another I, an I deferred, that has yet and with difficulty to come 
into being, if at all, in the place of the shamed second person. The verblessness of 
this particular performative, then, implies a first person whose singular/plural status, 
whose past/present/future status, and indeed whose agency/passivity can only be 
questioned rather than presumed. 

Why might “Shame on you” be a useful utterance from which to begin imagining 
queer performativity? Appearances are strongly against it, I admit. What’s the point 
of accentuating the negative, of beginning with stigma, and for that matter a form 
of stigma-“Shame on you”-so unsanitizably redolent of that long Babylonian exile 
known as queer childhood? But note that this is just what the word queer itself does, 
too: the main reason why the self-application of “queer” by activists has proven so 
volatile is that there’s no way that any amount of affirmative reclamation is going 
to succeed in detaching the word from its associations with shame and with the 
terrifying powerlessness of gender-dissonant or otherwise stigmatized childhood. If 
queer is a politically potent term, which it is, that’s because, far from being capable 
of being detached from the childhood scene of shame, it cleaves to that scene as a 
near-inexhaustible source of transformational energy. There’s a strong sense, I think, 
in which the subtitle of any truly queer (perhaps as opposed to gay?) politics will be 
the same as the one Erving Goffman gave to his book Stigma: Notes on the Man- 
agement of Spoiled Zdentity. But more than its management: its experimental, cre- 
ative, performative force. 

“Shame on you” is performatively efficacious because its grammar-admittedly 
somewhat enigmatic-is a transformational grammar: both at the level of pronoun 
positioning, as I’ve sketched, and at the level of the relational grammar of the affect 
shame itself. As described by the psychologist Silvan Tomkins, who offers by far the 
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richest theory and phenomenology of this affect, shame effaces itself; shame points 
and projects; shame turns itself skin side outside; shame and pride, shame and self- 
display, shame and exhibitionism are different interlinings of the same glove: shame, 
it might finally be said, transformational shame, is performance. I mean theatrical 
performance. Performance interlines shame as more than just its result o r  a way of 
warding it off, too, though importantly it is those things. Recent work by theorists 
and psychologists of shame locates the proto-form (eyes down, head averted) of this 
powerful affect-which appears in infants very early, between the third and seventh 
months of life, just after the infant has become able to distinguish and recognize the 
face of its caregiver-at a particular moment in a particular repeated narrative. 
That is the moment when the circuit of mirroring expressions between the child’s 
face and the caregiver’s recognized face (a circuit which, if it can be called a form 
of primary narcissism, suggests that narcissism from the very first throws itself 
sociably, dangerously into the gravitational field of the other) is broken: the moment 
when the adult face fails or  refuses to play its part in the continuation of mutual 
gaze; when, for any one of many reasons, it fails to be recognizable to, or  recognizing 
of, the infant who has been, so to speak, “giving face” based on a faith in the 
continuity of this circuit. As Michael Franz Basch explains, 

The infant’s behavioral adaptation is quite totally dependent on maintaining 
effective communication with the executive and coordinating part of the infant- 
mother system. The shame-humiliation response, when it appears, represents 
the failure or  absence of the smile of contact, a reaction to the loss of feedback 
from others, indicating social isolation and signaling the need for relief from 
that condition. (765) 

The proto-affect shame is thus not defined by prohibition (nor, as a result, by 
repression). Shame floods into being as a moment, a disruptive moment, in a circuit 
of identity-constituting identificatory communication. Indeed, like a stigma, shame 
is itself a form of communication. Blazons of shame, the “fallen face” with eyes down 
and head averted-and to a lesser extent, the blush-are semaphors of trouble and 
at the same time of a desire to reconstitute the interpersonal bridge. 

But in interrupting identification, shame, too, makes identity. In  fact shame and 
identity remain in very dynamic relation to one another, at  once deconstituting and 
foundational, because shame is both peculiarly contagious and peculiarly indivi- 
duating. Many developmental psychologists consider shame the affect that most de- 
fines the space wherein a sense of self will develop (Francis Broucek: “shame is to 
self psychology what anxiety is to ego psychology-the keystone affect” [369]). None- 
theless, shame both derives from and aims toward sociability. 

The shame-humiliation reaction in infancy of hanging the head and averting 
the eyes does not mean the child is conscious of rejection, but indicates that 
effective contact with another person has been broken. . . . Therefore, shame- 
humiliation throughout life can be thought of as an inability to effectively arouse 
the other person’s positive reactions to one’s communications. The exquisite 
painfulness of that reaction in later life harks back to the earliest period when 
such a condition is not simply uncomfortable but threatens life itself. (Basch 
76 5 - 66) 
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So that whenever the actor, or  the performance artist, or, I could add, the activist 
in an identity politics, proffers the spectacle of her or his “infantile” narcissism to 
a spectating eye, the stage is set (so to speak) for either a newly dramatized flooding 
of the subject by the shame of refused return; or  the successful pulsation of the 
mirroring regard through a narcissistic circuit rendered elliptical (which is to say: 
necessarily distorted) by the hyperbole of its original cast. Shame is the affect that 
mantles the threshold between introversion and extroversion, between absorption 
and theatricality, between performativity and-performativity . 

What links the currently hot topic of shame to a high-cultural figure like Henry 
James? Readers who have paid attention to the recent, meteoric rise of shame to its 
present housewife-megastar status in the firmament of self-help and popular psy- 
chology-along with that of its ingenue sidekick, the Inner Child-may be feeling a 
bit uneasy by this point. So, for that matter, may those used to reading about shame 
in the neo-conservative framework that treasures shame along with guilt as, precisely, 
an adjunct of repression and an enforcer of proper behavior.“ In the ways I want 
to be thinking about shame, the widespread moralistic valuation of this powerful 
affect as good or bad, to be mandated or to be excised, according to how one plots 
it along a notional axis of prohibition/permission/requirement, seems distinctly beside 
the point. It seems to me that the great usefulness of thinking about shame comes, 
by contrast, from its potential distance from the concepts of guilt and repression, 
hence from the stressed epistemologies and bifurcated moralisms entailed in every 
manifestation of what Foucault referred to as the repressive hypothesis. Surely then 
I can hardly appeal to Toxic Shame, Healing the Shame that Binds You, or Guilt 
is the Teacher, Love is the Lesson, can I, for my very methodology? Am I really 
going to talk about Henry James’s inner child? My sense of the force and interest of 
the affect shame is clearly very different from what is to be found in the self-help 
literature, but there it is: Henry James and the inner child it must be. 

Henry James undertook the New York Edition (a handsome 24-volume consoli- 
dation and revision, with new prefaces, of what he saw as his most important novels 
and stories to date) at the end of a relatively blissful period of literary production 
(“the major phase”)-a blissful period poised, however, between two devastating 
bouts of melancholia. (The connection between melancholia and performativity, de- 
rived from Butler, with whose invocation I began this essay, needs to open out, I 
think, into a full-scale discussion of the connections among melancholia, mourning, 
disidentification, and shame-but this is a project for the future.) The first of these 
scouring depressions was precipitated in 1895 by what James experienced as the 
obliterative failure of his ambitions as a playwright, being howled off the stage at 
the premiere of Guy Domville. By 1907, though, when the volumes of the New York 
Edition were beginning to appear, James’s theatrical self-projection was sufficiently 
healed that he had actually begun a new round of playwrighting and of negotiations 
with producers-eventuating, indeed, in performance. The next of James’s terrible 
depressions was triggered, not by humiliation on the stage, but by the failure of the 
New York Edition itself: its total failure to sell, and its apparently terminal failure 
to evoke any recognition from any readership. 

When we read The Art of the Novel, then (the book compiled many years later 
out of James’s prefaces to the successive volumes of the New York Edition), we read 
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a text that is in the most active imaginable relation to shame. Marking and indeed 
exulting in James’s recovery from a near-fatal episode of shame in the theater, the 
Prefaces, gorgeous with the playful spectacle of a productive and almost promis- 
cuously entrusted or “thrown’)’ authorial narcissism, yet also offer the spectacle of 
inviting (that is, leaving themselves open to) what was in fact their and their author’s 
immediate fate: annihilation by the blankest of non-recognizing responses from any 
reader. The Prefaces are way out there, in short (and in more than a couple of senses 
of out). 

In them, at least two different circuits of the hyperbolic narcissism/shame orbit 
are being enacted, and in a volatile relation to each other. The first of these, as I’ve 
suggested, is the drama of James’s relation to his audience of readers: in using the 
term “audience” here, I want to mark James’s own insistent thematization of elements 
in this writing as specifically theatrical, with all the implications of excitement, 
overinvestment, danger, loss, and melancholia that the theater by this time held for 
him.4 The second and related narcissism/shame circuit dramatized in the Prefaces 
is the perilous and productive one that extends between the speaker and his own 
past. James’s most usual gesture in the Prefaces is to figure his relation to the past 
as the intensely charged relationship between the author of the Prefaces and the 
often much younger man who wrote the novels and stories to which the Prefaces are 
appended-or between either of these men and a yet younger figure who represents 
the fiction itself. 

What undertaking could be more narcissistically exciting or more narcissistically 
dangerous than that of rereading, revising and consolidating one’s own “collected 
works”? If these, or their conjured young author, return one’s longing gaze with 
dead, indifferent, or  even distracted eyes, what limit can there be to the shame (of 
him, of oneself) so incurred? Equal to that danger, however, is the danger of one’s 
own failure to recognize or to desire them or  him. Silvan Tomkins, the most important 
recent theorist of affect (though one whose fascinating work of the early 1960s is 
difficult to place in relation to the main surrounding currents-all of which he 
engages-of psychoanalysis, clinical and experimental psychology, and early cyber- 
netics and systems theory), considers shame along with interest, surprise, joy, anger, 
distress, disgust, and contempt (“dissmell”) to be the basic set of affects. He places 
shame, in fact, at one end of the affect polarity shame-interest, suggesting that the 
pulsations of cathexis around shame, of all things, are what either enable or disable 
so basic a function as the ability to be interested in the world. 

Like disgust, [shame] operates only after interest or enjoyment has been ac- 
tivated, and inhibits one or  the other or both. The innate activator of shame 
is the incomplete reduction of interest or joy. Hence any barrier to further 
exploration which partially reduces interest . . . will activate the lowering of 
the head and eyes in shame and reduce further exploration or self-exposure. 
. . . Such a barrier might be because one is suddenly looked at  by one who is 
strange, or because one wishes to look at  or  commune with another person but 
suddenly cannot because he is strange, or  one expected him to be familiar but 
he suddenly appears unfamiliar, or one started to smile but found one was 
smiling at a stranger. (Tomkins 123) 
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To consider interest itself a distinct affect, and to posit an association between shame 
and (the [incomplete] inhibition of) interest, makes sense phenomenologically, I 
think, about depression, and specifically about the depressions out of which James 
had emerged to write his “major novels”-novels that do, indeed, seem to show the 
effects of a complicated history of disruptions and prodigal remediations in the ability 
to take a n  interest. Into such depressions as well, however, he was again to be 
plunged. 

The James of the Prefaces revels in the same startling metaphor that animates the 
present-day literature of the “inner child”: the metaphor that presents one’s relation 
to one’s own past as a relationship, intersubjective as it is intergenerational. And, 
it might be added, almost by definition homoerotic. Often the younger author is 
present in these Prefaces as a figure in himself, but even more frequently the fictions 
themselves, or characters in them, are given his form. One needn’t be invested (as 
pop psychology is) in a normalizing, hygienic teleology of healing this relationship, 
in a mawkishly essentialist overvaluation of the “child” ’s access to narrative au- 
thority at  the expense of that of the “adult,” or in a totalizing ambition to get the 
two selves permanently merged into one, in order to find that this figuration opens 
out a rich landscape of relational positionalities-perhaps especially around issues 
of shame. James certainly displays no desire whatever to become once again the 
young and mystified author of his early productions. To the contrary, the very 
distance of these inner self-figurations from the speaking self of the present is marked, 
treasured and in fact eroticized. Their distance (temporal, figured as intersubjective, 
figured in turn as spatial) seems, if anything, to constitute the relished internal space 
of James’s absorbed subjectivity. Yet for all that the distance itself is prized, James’s 
speculation as to what different outcomes might be evoked by different kinds of 
overture across the distance-by different sorts of solicitation, different forms of 
touch, interest, and love between the less and the more initiated figure-provides a 
great deal of the impetus to his theoretical project in these essays. The speaking self 
of the Prefaces does not attempt to merge with the potentially shaming or  shamed 
figurations of its younger self, younger fictions, younger heroes; its attempt is to love 
them. That love is shown to occur both in spite of shame and, more remarkably, 
through it. 

Not infrequently, as we’ll see, the undertaking to reparent, as it were, or  “reissue” 
the bastard infant of (what is presented as) James’s juvenilia is described simply as 
male parturition. James also reports finding in himself “that finer consideration 
hanging in the parental breast about the maimed or slighted, the disfigured or  de- 
feated, the unlucky or  unlikely child-with this hapless small mortal thought of 
further as somehow ‘compromising’ ” (80-81). James offers a variety of reasons for 
being embarrassed by these waifs of his past, but the persistence with which shame 
accompanies their repeated conjuration is matched by the persistence with which, 
in turn, he describes himself as cathecting or eroticizing that very shame as a way 
of coming into loving relation to queer or  “compromising” youth. In a number of 
places, for example, James more or  less explicitly invokes Frankenstein and all the 
potential uncanniness of the violently disavowed male birth. But he invokes that 
uncanniness in order to undo it, or  at least to do something further with it, by offering 
the spectacle of-not his refusal-but his eroticized eagerness to recognize his progeny 
even in its oddness. 
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The thing done and dismissed has ever, at the best, for the ambitious workman, 
a trick of looking dead if not buried, so that he almost throbs with ecstasy 
when, on an anxious review, the flush of life reappears. It is verily on recognising 
that flush on a whole side of “The Awkward Age” that I brand it all, but ever 
so tenderly, as monstrous. . . . (99) 

It is as if the ecstasy-inducing power of the young creature’s “flush of life,” which 
refers to even while evoking the potentially shaming brand of monstrosity, is the 
reflux of the blush of shame or repudiation the older man in this rewriting doesn’t 
feel. Similarly, James writes about his mortifyingly extravagant miscalculations con- 
cerning the length of (what he had imagined as) a short story: 

Painfully associated for me has “The Spoils of Poynton” remained, until recent 
re-perusal, with the awkward consequence of that fond error. The subject had 
emerged . . . all suffused with a flush of meaning; thanks to which irresistible 
air, as I could but plead in the event, I found myself . . . beguiled and led on. 

“The thing had ‘come,”’ he concludes with an undisguised sensuous pleasure but 
hardly a simple one, “the flower of conception had bloomed” (124). And he describes 
his revision of the early fictions both as his (or their?) way of “remaining unsharned,” 
and in the same sentence as a process by which they have “all joyously and bhshingly 
renewed themselves” (345, emphasis added). What James seems to want here is to 
remove the blush from its terminal place as the betraying blazon of a ruptured 
narcissistic circuit, and instead to put it in circulation-as the sign of a tenderly 
strengthened and indeed now “irresistible” bond between the writer of the present 
and the abashed writer of the past; between either of them and the queer little 
conceptus. 

You can see the displacement at work in this passage from James’s most extended 
description of his process of revision: 

Since to get and to keep finished and dismissed work well behind one, and to 
have as little to say to it and about it as possible, had been for years one’s only 
law, so, during that flat interregnum . . . creeping superstitions as to what it 
might really have been had time to grow up and flourish. Not least among these 
rioted doubtless the fond fear that any tidying-up of the uncanny brood, any 
removal of accumulated dust, any washing of wizened faces, or straightening 
of grizzled locks, or twitching, to a better effect, of superannuated garments, 
might let one in, as the phrase is, for expensive renovations. I make use here 
of the figure of age and infirmity, but in point of fact I had rather viewed the 
reappearance of the first-born of my progeny . . . as a descent of awkward 
infants from the nursery to the drawing-room under the kind appeal of en- 
quiring, of possibly interested, visitors. I had accordingly taken for granted 
the common decencies of such a case-the responsible glance of some power 
above from one nursling to another, the rapid flash of an anxious needle, the 
not imperceptible effect of a certain audible splash of soap-and-water. . . . 

“Hands off altogether on the nurse’s part!” was . . . strictly conceivable; 
but only in the light of the truth that it had never taken effect in any fair and 
stately . . . re-issue of anything. Therefore it was easy to see that any such 
apologetic suppression as that of the “altogether,” any such admission as that 
of a single dab of the soap, left the door very much ajar. . . . (337-38) 
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The passage that begins by conjuring the uncanniness of an abandoned, stunted, 
old/young Frankenstein brood (reminiscent of the repudiated or abused children in 
Dickens, like Smike and Jenny Wren, whose deformed bodies stand for developmental 
narratives at once accelerated and frozen by, among other things, extreme material 
want) modulates reassuringly into the warm, overprotected Christopher Robin coz- 
iness of bourgeois Edwardian nursery ritual. The eventuality of the uncanny child’s 
actual exposure to solitude and destitution has been deflected by an invoked do- 
mesticity. Invoked with that domesticity, in the now fostered and nurtured and 
therefore “childlike” child, is a new, pleasurable form of exhibitionistic flirtation 
with adults that dramatizes the child’s very distance from abandonment and repu- 
diation. In the place where the eye of parental care had threatened to be withheld, 
there is now a bath where even the nurse’s attention is supplemented by the over- 
hearing ear of inquiring and interested visitors. And in the place where the fear of 
solitary exposure has been warded off, there’s now the playful nakedness of ablution, 
and a door left “very much ajar” for a little joke about the suppression of the 
“altogether .” 

This sanctioned intergenerational flirtation represents a sustained chord in The 
Art of the  Novel. James describes the blandishment of his finished works in tones 
that are strikingly like the ones with which, in his letters, he has also been addressing 
Hendrik Anderson, Jocelyn Persse, Hugh Walpole, and the other younger men who 
at this stage of his life are setting out, with happy success, to attract him. Note in 
this passage (from the Ambassadors preface) that “impudence” is the glamorizing 
trait James attributes to his stories-impudence that bespeaks not the absence of 
shame from this scene of flirtation, but rather its pleasurably recirculated afterglow: 

[the story] rejoices . . . to seem to offer itself in a light, to seem to know, and 
with the very last knowledge, what it’s about-liable as it yet is at moments to 
be caught by us with its tongue in its cheek and absolutely no warrant but its 
splendid impudence. Let us grant then that the impudence is always there- 
there, so to speak, for grace and effect and allure; there, above all, because 
the Story is just the spoiled child of art, and because, as we are always dis- 
appointed when the pampered don’t “play up,” we like it, to that extent, to 
look all its character. It probably does so, in truth, even when we most flatter 
ourselves that we negotiate with it by treaty. (315) 

To dramatize the story as impudent in relation to its creator is also to dramatize the 
luxurious distance between this scene and one of repudiation: the conceivable shame 
of a past self, a past production, is being caught up and recirculated through a 
lambent interpersonal figuration of the intimate, indulged mutual pressure of light 
differentials of power and knowledge. 

James writes about the writing of The American, “One would like to woo back 
such hours of fine precipitation . . . of images so free and confident and ready that 
they brush questions aside and disport themselves, like the artless schoolboys of 
Gray’s beautiful Ode, in all the ecstasy of the ignorance attending them” (25). (Or 
boasts of “The Turn of the Screw”: “Another grain . . . would have spoiled the 
precious pinch addressed to its end” [ 1701 .) Sometimes the solicitude is ultimately 
frustrated, and “I strove in vain . . . to embroil and adorn this young man on whom 
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a hundred ingenious touches are thus lavished” (97). The wooing in these scenes of 
pederastic revision is not unidirectional, however; even the age differential can be 
figured quite differently, as when James finds himself, on rereading The American, 

clinging to my hero as to a tall, protective, good-natured elder brother in a rough 
place” (39); or says of Lambert Strether, “I rejoiced in the promise of a hero so 
mature, who would give me thereby the more to bite into” (310). James refers to the 
protagonist of “The Beast in the Jungle” as “another poor sensitive gentleman, fit 
indeed to mate with Stransom of ‘The Altar [of the Dead]’ ”-adding, “my attested 
predilection for poor sensitive gentlemen almost embarrasses me as I march!” (246). 
The predilective yoking of the “I” with the surname of John Marcher, the romantic 
pairing off of Marcher in turn with the equally “sensitive” bachelor George Stransom, 
give if anything an excess of gay point to the “almost” embarrassment that is however 
treated, not as a pretext for authorial self-coverture, but as an explicit source of 
new, performatively induced authorial magnetism. 

James, then, in the Prefaces is using reparenting or “reissue” as a strategy for 
dramatizing and integrating shame, in the sense of rendering this potentially para- 
lyzing affect narratively, emotionally, and performatively productive. The repar- 
enting scenario is also, in James’s theoretical writing, a pederastic/pedagogical one 
in which the flush of shame becomes an affecting and eroticized form of mutual 
display. The writing subject’s seductive bond with the unmerged but unrepudiated 
“inner child” seems, indeed, to be the condition of that subject’s having an interiority 
at all, a spatialized subjectivity that can be characterized by absorption. Or perhaps 
I should say: it is a condition of his displaying the spatialized subjectivity that can 
be characterized by absorption. For the spectacle of James’s performative absorption 
appears only in relation (though in a most complex and unstable relation) to the 
setting of his performative theatricality; the narcissism/shame circuit between the 
writing self and its “inner child” intersects with that other hyperbolic and dangerous 
narcissistic circuit, figured as theatrical performance, that extends outward between 
the presented and expressive face and its audience. 

The thing I least want to be heard as offering here is a “theory of homosexuality.” 
I have none and I want none. When I attempt to do some justice to the specificity, 
the richness, above all the explicitness of James’s particular erotics, it is not with 
an eye to making him an exemplar of “homosexuality” or  even of one “kind” of 
“homosexuality,” though I certainly don’t want, either, to make him sound as if he 
isn’t gay. Nonetheless I do mean to nominate the James of the Prefaces as a kind of 
prototype of-not “homosexuality”-but queerness, or queer performativity. In  this 
usage, “queer performativity” is the name of a strategy for the production of meaning 
and being, in relation to the affect shame and to the later and related fact of stigma. 

I don’t know yet what claims may be worth making, ontologically, about the queer 
performativity I have been describing here. Would it be useful to suggest that some 
of the associations I’ve been making with queer performativity might actually be 
features of all performativity? Or useful, instead, to suggest that the transformational 
grammar of “shame on you” may form only part of the performative activity seen 
as most intimately related to queerness, by people self-identified as queer? The 
usefulness of thinking about shame in relation to queer performativity, in any event, 
does not come from its adding any extra certainty to the question of what utterances 

6 6  
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or acts may be classed as “performative,” or  what people may be classed as “queer.” 
Least of all does it pretend to define the relation between queerness and same-sex 
love and desire. What it does, to the contrary, is perhaps to offer some psychological, 
phenomenological, thematic density and motivation to what I described before as 
the “torsions” or  aberrances between reference and performativity , or indeed be- 
tween queerness and other ways of experiencing identity and desire. 

But I don’t, either, want it to sound as though my project has mainly to do with 
recuperating for deconstruction (or other anti-essentialist projects) a queerness drained 
of specificity or political reference. To the contrary: I’d suggest that to view perfor- 
mativity in terms of habitual shame and its transformations opens a lot of new doors 
for thinking about identity politics. Part  of the interest of shame is that it is an affect 
that delineates identity-but delineates it without defining it or giving it content. 
Shame, as opposed to guilt, is a bad feeling that does not attach to what one does, 
but to what one is. As Donald L. Nathanson hypothesizes: 

The difference between the infant before the moment of shame (the infant in 
the moment of alert activity, of interest, excitement, or  enjoyment) and the 
infant suddenly unable to function, this difference itself may be registered by 
the infant as a significant experience calling attention to and helping to define 
the self. In other words, I am suggesting that the physiological experience of 
the proto-affect shame is a major force in shaping the infantile self, and remains 
so throughout life. If this is true, then I suggest further that the adult experience 
of shame is linked to genitality, to self-expression, to physical appearance, to 
our entire construct of what it means to be lovable, initially and primarily 
simply because the episodes of shame experienced during the formative years 
(as these other psychic structures are established in the context of success and 
failure, of positive affect and of shame as the occasional accompaniment to 
failure) are crucial to the development of a sense of self. (27)5 

Shame can only be experienced as global and about oneself, whether the invoking 
occasion of shame be particular or general, something one does or a way one is, 
one’s behavior or  one’s smell, or even something done to one or something one sees 
done to someone else. Shame is a bad feeling attaching to what one is: one therefore 
is something, in experiencing shame. The place of identity, the structure “identity,” 
marked by shame’s threshold between sociability and introversion, may be estab- 
lished and naturalized in the first instance through shame. 

It seems very likely that the structuring of associations and attachments around 
the affect shame is among the most telling differentials among cultures and times: 
not that the entire world can be divided between (supposedly primitive) “shame 
cultures’’ and (supposedly evolved) “guilt cultures,’’ but rather that, as an affect, 
shame is a component (and di,ffeerentZy a component) of all. Shame, like other affects, 
is not a discrete intrapsychic structure, but a kind of free radical that (in different 
people and also in different cultures) attaches to and permanently intensifies or  alters 
the meaning of-of almost anything: a zone of the body, a sensory system, a pro- 
hibited or indeed a permitted behavior, another affect such as anger or  arousal, a 
named identity, a script for interpreting other people’s behavior toward oneself. 
Thus, one of the things that anyone’s character or  personality is, is a record of the 
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highly individual histories by which the fleeting emotion of shame has instituted far 
more durable, structural changes in one’s relational and interpretive strategies to- 
ward both self and others. 

Which means, among other things, that therapeutic or  political strategies aimed 
directly at  getting rid of individual or  group shame, or  undoing it, have something 
preposterous about them: they may “work”-they certainly have powerful effects- 
but they can’t work in the way they say they work. (I am thinking here of a range 
of movements that deal with shame variously in the form of, for instance, the com- 
munal dignity of the civil rights movement; the individuating pride of “Black is 
Beautiful” and gay pride; various forms of nativist ressentiment; the menacingly 
exhibited abjection of the skinhead; the early feminist experiments with the naming 
and foregrounding of anger as a response to shame; the incest survivors’ movement’s 
epistemological stress on truth-telling about shame; and, of course, many, many 
others.) The forms taken by shame are not distinct “toxic” parts of a group or 
individual identity that can be excised; they are instead integral to and residual in 
the processes by which identity itself is formed. They are available for the work of 
metamorphosis, reframing, refiguration, transfiguration, affective and symbolic load- 
ing and deformation; but unavailable for effecting the work of purgation and deon- 
tological closure. 

If the structuration of shame differs strongly between cultures, between periods, 
and between different forms of politics, however, it differs also simply from one 
person to another within a given culture and time. Some of the infants, children, 
and adults in whom shame remains the most available mediator of identity are the 
ones called (a related word) shy. (“Remember the fifties?” Lily Tomlin asks. “No 
one was gay in the fifties; they were just shy.”) Queer, I’d suggest, might usefully 
be thought of as referring in the first place to this group or  an overlapping group of 
infants and children, those whose sense of identity is for some reason tuned most 
durably to the note of shame. What it is about them (or us) that makes this true 
remains to be specified. I mean that in the sense that I can’t tell you now what it 
is-it certainly isn’t a single thing-but also in the sense that, for them, it remains 
to be specified, is always belated: the shame-delineated place of identity doesn’t 
determine the consistency or meaning of that identity, and race, gender, class, sex- 
uality, appearance and abledness are only a few of the defining social constructions 
that will crystallize there, developing from this originary affect their particular 
structures of expression, creativity, pleasure, and struggle. I’d venture that queerness 
in this sense has, at this historical moment, some definitionally very significant over- 
lap-though a vibrantly elastic and temporally convoluted one-with the complex 
of attributes today condensed as adult or  adolescent “gayness .” Everyone knows 
that there are some lesbians and gay men who could never count as queer, and other 
people who vibrate to the chord of queer without having much same-sex eroticism, 
or without routing their same-sex eroticism through the identity labels lesbian or  
gay. Yet many of the performative identity vernaculars that seem most recognizably 
“flushed” (to use James’s word) with shame-consciousness and shame-creativity do 
cluster intimately around lesbian and gay worldly spaces: to name only a few, butch 
abjection, femmitude, leather, pride, SM, drag, musicality, fisting, attitude, zines, 
histrionicism, asceticism, Snap! culture, diva worship, florid religiosity, in a word, 
flaming. . . . 
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And activism. 
Shame interests me politically, then, because it generates and legitimates the place 

of identity-the question of identity-at the origin of the impulse to the performative, 
but does so without giving that identity-space the standing of an essence. It constitutes 
it as to-be-constituted, which is also to say, as already there for the (necessary, 
productive) misconstrual and misrecognition. Shame-living, as it does, on and in 
the capillaries and muscles of the face-seems to be uniquely contagious from one 
person to another. Indeed, one of the strangest features of shame (but also, I would 
argue, the most theoretically significant) is the way bad treatment of someone else, 
bad treatment by someone else, someone else’s embarrassment, stigma, debility, 
blame or pain, seemingly having nothing to do with me, can so readily flood me- 
assuming that I’m a shame-prone person-with this sensation whose very suffusive- 
ness seems to delineate my precise, individual outlines in the most isolating way 
imaginable. And the contagiousness of shame is only facilitated by its anamorphic, 
protean susceptibility to new expressive grammars. 

These facts suggest, I think, that asking good questions about shame and shamel 
performativity could get us somewhere with a lot of the recalcitrant knots that tie 
themselves into the guts of identity politics-yet without delegitimating the felt ur- 
gency and power of the notion “identity” itself. The dynamics of trashing and of 
ideological or institutional pogroms, like the dynamics of mourning, are incompre- 
hensible without an understanding of shame. Survivors’ guilt and, more generally, 
the politics of guilt will be better understood when we can see them in some relation 
to the slippery dynamics of shame. I would suggest that the same is true of the politics 
of solidarity and identification; perhaps those, as well, of humor and humorlessness. 
I’d also-if parenthetically-want to suggest that shame/performativity may get us 
a lot further with the cluster of phenomena generally called “camp” than the notion 
of parody will, and more too than will any opposition between “depth” and “surface.” 
And can anyone suppose that we’ll ever figure out what happened around “political 
correctness” if we don’t see it as, among other things, a highly politicized chain 
reaction of shame dynamics? 

It has been all too easy for the psychologists and the few psychoanalysts working 
on shame to write it back into the moralisms of the repressive hypothesis: “healthy” 
or “unhealthy,” as I’ve pointed out, shame can be seen as good because it preserves 
privacy and decency, bad because it colludes with self-repression or social repression. 
Clearly, neither of these valuations is what I’m getting at; I want to say that at least 
for certain (“queer”) people, shame is simply the first, and remains a permanent, 
structuring fact of identity: one that has its own, powerfully productive and pow- 
erfully social metamorphic possibilities. 

The deepest interest of any notion of performativity, to me, is not finally in the 
challenge it makes to essentialism. Rather it lies in the alternatives it suggests to the 
(always moralistic) repression hypothesis. It concerns me that the force of Foucault’s 
critique of the repression hypothesis has been radically neutralized, in much sub- 
sequent engag6 criticism, by numb refusals to register the pressure of and, as it were, 
to participate however resistantly in what can never be more or less than the oblique 
and queer performance of that critique. In a myriad of ways in contemporary thought- 
ways in which Foucault himself was hardly unimplicated-his critique of the repres- 



sion hypothesis has been all but fully recuperated in new alibisfor the repression 
hypothesis: in accounts of institutional, discursive, and intrapsychic prohibitions as 
just so many sites for generating and proliferating-what if not repression?; in 
neatly symmetrical celebrations of “productive” “multiplicities” of “resistance”-to 
what if not to repression?; in all the dreary and routine forms of good dog/bad dog 
criticism by which, like good late-capitalist consumers, we persuade ourselves that 
deciding what we like or don’t like about what’s happening is the same thing as 
actually intervening in its production. 

I seem to see this happening now in some of the uses scholars are trying to make 
of performativity as they think they are understanding it from Judith Butler’s and 
other related recent work: straining eyes to ascertain whether particular perform- 
ances (e.g. of drag) are really parodic and  subversive (e.g. of gender essentialism) 
or just uphold the status quo. The bottom line is generally the same: kinda subversive, 
kinda hegemonic. I see this as a sadly premature domestication of a conceptual tool 
whose powers we really have barely yet begun to explore. 

This article is taken from a longer essay on The Art of the Novel that is part of an ongoing 
project on queer performativity and shame. Timothy Gould, James Kincaid, Joseph Litvak, 
Michael Moon, Andrew Parker, and of course Judith Butler have been generously instrumental 
in my process of framing these still very tentative formulations. 

1.  “. . . far from closing off the tropological system, irony enforces the repetition of its 
aberration” (301). 

2. It’s interesting that in Latin even to say Z am ashamed-pudet mihi-doesn’t permit of a 
first-person subject. 

3. Christopher Lasch writes, for instance, “Our current understanding of shame has . . . 
been distorted and diminished by attempts to distinguish it from guilt”; and he approvingly 
quotes the psychoanalyst Leon Wurmser’s denunciation of the culture of LLshamelessness”: 
‘‘ ‘Everywhere there is an  unrestrained exposure of one’s emotions and of one’s body, a 
parading of secrets, a wanton intrusion of curiosity. . , . The culture of shamelessness is 
also the culture of irreverence, of debunking and devaluing ideals’ ’’ (Lasch 32). 

4. See Litvak, Caught in the Act, 195-269, for the richest description of James’s account of 
theatricality in the novels. 

5. Nathanson’s collection offers an extremely useful overview of recent work on shame. 
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