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Introduction  

This thesis explores the relations between shame, gaze, and self-

perception. Through different theories and artworks, I reflect on 

how shame is a powerful tool to understand oneself, and how the 

gaze of others plays into that. My interest lies in how external gazes 

become internalized and control the ways in which we act and see 

ourselves; the relationship between the observer and the observed 

and the awareness of being seen and the power of the look itself.  

How the outside moves the inside, and the inside moves the outside. 

How it is hard to navigate in a world that tells you to be yourself 

while at the same time shaping who you are. My thesis as well as my 

practice builds on my personal experiences and how they can reflect 

issues outside myself.  
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Writing and Thinking  
 

Why is writing this thesis so difficult? Why did I stop writing? Why 

does everything seem so important and so insignificant at the same 

time? There are probably a lot of reasons and answers to my 

questions and most of the answers I will probably never find. It 

seems that the questions that occupy me the most are the ones that 

have no definitive answers. They’re the questions that stay, that 

follow you around - even when you try to move on. 

  There is no absolute truth. Which is hard to accept and hard 

to understand when you grow up learning that there is ‘right’ and 

there is ‘wrong’. But now you’ve got to form your own opinions and 

choose what to believe. Be careful not to believe anything too 

strongly because it might turn out to be untrue. Now you need to 

figure out what YOUR truth is. To make it easier for yourself it 

would be wise to surround yourself with people who share the same 

truth. The same idea of what is real. Otherwise, you could end up 

feeling completely wrong. (YOU and I are the same, when I write 

YOU or YOUR I might mean ME or I) that’s already getting 

complicated to write about, because who am I and why is that 

important? It is something I have been trying not to think too much 

about. Thinking about yourself too much can be paralyzing. 
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As a child I would keep a diary.  When I was so 

overwhelmed by my emotions that I couldn’t bear to keep it inside 

myself, I would write. I have been told I had a wild temper, that I 

would react aggressively, I would yell and scream. I guess I found 

that my tantrums were not met with positive reactions, so I would 

try to write it out of me instead. Later, when I eventually calmed 

down, I would feel so much shame by the thoughts I had in those 

moments that I would rip out the pages from the little book. In the 

end there were no pages left in my diary. The absence of the missing 

pages is its own kind of archive. 

  It must have been around two years ago that I stopped 

keeping a diary. It wasn’t something I consciously decided to do, but 

something that kind of just happened. It might be connected to the 

fact that my psychiatrist retired around that time, but then again 

there could be many reasons and answers, and I am not sure that 

they are of any importance at all. For the past couple of years I 

haven’t put as many of my thoughts into writing as I used to do, 

maybe I was getting sick of always thinking about thinking.  

You don’t stop existing because you stop writing. But when 

you stop writing it’s harder to find the evidence of the thoughts you 

were thinking while you’ve been existing. And is that important? It 

can feel important when you are about to write a thesis and are 

asked to use your words to communicate your thinking.  
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I remember one time showing some of my drawings to my 

psychiatrist and when we were talking about them, he told me “This 

is your language”. That stuck with me, and I think about it when I 

have to describe something using words. What is it about words that 

feel so complicated to me? Some people can use their words in ways 

that serve them very well. It’s easy to get caught up in words. You 

can misunderstand and manipulate and think that the whole world 

exists in the words. That you can find the truth in words. That the 

more we talk about something, the more words we know to describe 

it, the closer we get to the thing itself. Sometimes words are just 

words, and they can become empty if we forget that. If I’m not 

careful, I'll often come to use the wrong words, and I might end up 

losing the very connection to the world I’m describing, seeing, and 

feeling.  

  Yes, words are important, that is not my point. To 

communicate and reach each other and to access information, words 

are essential. The word is powerful, strong, beautiful and dangerous, 

I do believe that. But to be and feel and understand is for me a 

different world, one without words. A world that’s also important. A 

world that I have allowed myself to be in for a while, but now that 

it’s time to write, it’s time for the other world: The world of words.  

That causes me hesitation. Every time I tried to sit down and begin 

my writing I came to a standstill. No words would come to me at all 

and if they did, they would feel wrong.  



 6 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 7 

About Shame  
 
Where should I begin? I have a lot of negative thoughts and 

emotions about writing. It might come from the thought of 

someone else having to read it at some point. It feels very vulnerable 

and exposing, it makes me feel embarrassed and maybe even 

ashamed, and shame is what I initially wanted to research for this 

thesis. But it turned out to be very difficult to write about, especially 

when you have shame entangled into the very act of writing.   

  What is shame? Before I started writing on this thesis, I was 

not aware yet of the magnitude of ways that shame has influenced 

my life. Of course, once you start looking for something, it can be 

found anywhere, and shame can be found in so many places. Shame 

is a complicated thing to deal with because it hides well, it shifts 

through time, and it can move with us without us realizing. When I 

think about shame, I think of this deep, heavy feeling inside of me 

that sits behind my chest and makes me worried about what kind of 

person I am. But if I can step out of the feeling for a moment, I 

realize that it is always connected to someone or something else 

outside of myself. If I existed in a completely different world where 

who I am or what I did was not considered shameful I might not 

have that heavy feeling inside. 
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How does shame and the outside gaze influence our idea of self? 

Shame concerns the very idea of who we are, as it is a self-reflective 

feeling that depends on our ability to imagine and feel the effect of 

an external gaze. The external gaze comes with the risk of judgement 

(negative judgement) and with that comes the fear of rejection or 

abandonment. I learned that the origin of the word shame means ‘to 

cover up’, that is to make something or someone invisible.1 We want 

the things that make us ashamed to be hidden. But what or who are 

we hiding from? I guess that would depend on the root or context of 

the shame.  

  In the many years I have been in therapy and dealing with 

life and having diagnoses I have of course tried to work on my own 

shame as a part of my journey of ‘working on myself’. The thing 

about shame is that when you try to work on it and confront it, a 

little part of you will always work against you. A part of you that 

believes that your shame is your truth and that it defines your worth. 

A part that still wants this shame to control you, because it wants to 

protect you, and so it wants you to keep hiding. But if the fear is to 

be rejected, why do I react by isolating myself?  

 

  

 
1 Carsten Stage, Skam, (Denmark: Aarhus University Press, 2019) p. 7.  
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In my Bed  
 

I have spent a lot of time in my bed. Some periods I spend a lot of 

time alone in my room, so much so that days can go by when I don’t 

speak to another person. These are days where I do not wish to be 

seen, to be perceived. I cut contact with the world around me, it’s 

almost as if I stop existing for a while. These are days where the 

world is so overwhelming, and the things that are part of being 

human are too heavy for me to bear. The longer I stay in my 

isolation, the harder it gets to return to the world outside. It’s like 

the door out of the apartment is a confrontation with my shame; it is 

where I meet the outside gaze and the risk of being judged. I do not 

always feel like this when I go out in public. It happens when I feel 

inadequate or wrong and when I feel alone in my wrongness. That’s 

when I feel like hiding. I isolate myself and I regret my loneliness.  
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My Bed, Mixed Media, Tracey Emin, 1998 

 Tracey Emin’s My Bed (1998) is an installation featuring the artist’s 

own unmade bed.2 In this work she is exposing herself through the 

physical traces she left behind after spending several days in bed 

during a period of depression and heartbreak - these are the traces of 

life that would typically remain hidden. Traces such as period stained 

underwear, condoms, a pregnancy test, used tissues, cigarettes and 

empty vodka bottles. She didn’t manipulate the scene; she showed 

her bed as accurately as she could, preserving the pain of that 

moment. Her work externalizes an inner experience and is 

 
2 Tracey Emin: Art Into Life, (India: Bloomsbury Visual Arts, 2020) p. 58-61  



 11 

challenging societal norms about privacy by placing such an intimate, 

private object in the context of a gallery. In doing so, she forces the 

viewer into a position of voyeurism, making them confront the 

discomfort of looking at something so intimate and unfiltered. If you 

say that someone airs their dirty laundry in public, you disapprove of 

their discussing or arguing about unpleasant or private things in 

front of other people. How does the act of making oneself visible 

through art counteract internalized shame? Most societies have 

certain expectations and norms in every aspect of life, and failing to 

meet these expectations can lead to a feeling of shame. Shame often 

thrives in secrecy, reinforcing the idea that certain emotions, 

behaviours, or states of being should remain hidden. By making her 

private experience public, Emin disrupts this dynamic. She refuses to 

conceal the aftermath of her distress, instead turning it into 

something visible, shared, and unavoidably present. But being seen 

or making oneself visible does not automatically lead to freedom or 

empowerment.  To be seen is also to be vulnerable, to be subject to 

the gaze of others. Emin places herself in a position where she 

cannot control how she is perceived, much like the everyday 

experience of moving through public space, knowing you are being 

watched.  
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Subjects Looking at Objects  
 
Once I told my psychiatrist that I felt uncomfortable in public 

spaces, especially alone, because I hated being looked at. I would try 

to avoid certain streets if I knew they were crowded, but as I was 

living in the center of the city, it was literally impossible to step 

outside my apartment without being seen. He asked me what I was 

afraid of and that was difficult to pinpoint, partly because I wasn’t 

completely aware of exactly what it was. I just didn’t like it: I would 

imagine what people could think of me, how they would judge me, 

this imagination of their negative judgement could feel so real to me. 

His response didn’t offer me much comfort or help: ‘do you really 

think that everyone is looking at you, that everyone is thinking about 

you?’ Shame on shame on shame. It is shameful to be self-conceited. 

To be ungrateful. To be ignorant.  

  In Being and Nothingness (1943), philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre 

introduces his theory of "the look", which describes the experience 

of being seen by another person. He illustrates this with a simple 

scene: a person walking alone in a park. At first, they are focused on 

their surroundings - the trees, benches, and pathways. These are all 

just objects in their world. But then, they notice another person. 

Unlike everything else they just noticed, this other person is not just 

an object; they are a subject with their own thoughts and 

experiences.  
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The moment the individual realizes they are being observed, 

their sense of the world and of themselves changes.3 Sartre argues 

that when we are seen by another, we no longer exist only as 

subjects perceiving the world. Instead, we become aware that we are 

also objects in someone else’s perspective. This realization can create 

a feeling of discomfort or even shame. Shame, according to Sartre, 

comes from recognizing that we are being judged or defined by 

someone else. We might try to imagine how they see us, but we can 

never truly know. This inability to access the other’s view makes the 

experience unsettling - we know we are being perceived, but we can’t 

control how. As Sartre puts it:  

 

"Shame is the revelation of the fact that I am an object for the Other. When I 

am looked at by the Other, I feel myself as an object, I am 'the object' in the gaze 

of the Other." 4  

  

 
3 Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay in Phenomenological Ontology, trans. Hazel 
Estella Barnes (New York: Washington Square Press, 1992), p. 254. 

4 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 344.  
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Rhythm 0, Stills from Performance, Marina Abramović, 1974  

Marina Abramović’s performance piece Rhythm 0 in Naples, Italy, 

1974, embodies this idea of objecthood. Abramović presented 72 

objects (a rose, perfume, grapes, scissors, a gun, a bullet, and so on) 

on a table along with the instructions: "I am an object. You can do 

whatever you want to me, and I will take all responsibility for six hours.".5 

During those six hours, she stood still with an empty stare and let 

the public reveal what they would do in this situation. The audience 

started with small gestures - kissing her, drawing on her- but as time 

went on, their actions escalated. They moved her around, cut her 

with the knife, drank her blood, and almost killed her with the gun. 

With this piece, she responded to critical comments about her 

performances being sick or masochistic. She wanted to see how the 

 
5 Marina Abramović Institute. “Marina Abramović on Performing ‘Rhythm 0’ (1974).” YouTube 
video, 3:07. Posted March 5, 2016. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xTBkbseXfOQ. 
(accessed February 6, 2025).  
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public would react if she simply did nothing.  

  What I find interesting in this piece is how the audience 

initially reacted to her as an object and then later on as a subject. In 

her memoir ‘Walk Through Walls’, she describes the ending of the 

performance:  

"I stopped staring and looked directly at the audience. ‘The performance is over’ 

the gallerist said’. I looked like hell. I was half-naked and bleeding; my hair was 

wet. And a strange thing happened: at this moment, the people who were still 

there suddenly became afraid of me. As I walked toward them, they ran out of 

the gallery."6 

The moment the performance ends, the moment she stops being an 

object, she becomes a subject, and the audience is met with her gaze 

onto them, thereby experiencing shame. This shift - from object to 

subject - mirrors Sartre’s notion of shame as the sudden awareness 

of being perceived in a way that cannot be controlled.   

  Shame emerges in the very idea of being seen and potentially 

judged. It makes us aware of ourselves as we lose control over how 

we are being perceived by others. We don’t need the actual negative 

judgment or disapproval to feel shame; we just need to imagine it. 

The external gaze becomes internalized.  

 
6 Marina Abramović, with James Kaplan, Walk Through Walls - A Memoir, (New York and 
London: Fig Tree, 2016) p. 70.  
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The Male Gaze  
 

I find it quite hard to separate the idea of my ‘self’ from my physical 

appearance. Being photographed or looking at photos of myself can 

be an uncomfortable confrontation at times. The different layers of 

what I feel and think of myself, what I choose to present to others, 

and then how they might be perceiving me is something I think 

about a lot. Much of my self-perception has been shaped by my 

gender, the role I was given came with limits and implicit 

expectations. Women often find themselves caught in a paradox of 

both seeing and being seen.  

  The art critic and storyteller John Berger’s book Ways of 

Seeing, 1972 - based on a BBC television series of the same name - 

argues that the ways we see images are shaped by historical and 

cultural forces, rather than being purely objective or neutral. In the 

third chapter he argues that in a patriarchal society, women are 

conditioned to internalize the gaze; they do not just exist but are 

constantly aware of how they are perceived. As he puts it:  

"One might simplify this by saying: men act and women appear. Men look at 

women. Women watch themselves being looked at. This determines not only most 

relations between men and women but also the relation of women to themselves. 

The surveyor of woman in herself is male: the surveyed female. Thus she turns 
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herself into an object -  and most particularly an object of vision: a sight.” 7   

 Although some of his ‘ways of seeing’ might be a bit dated - after all 

the series is from 1972 and a lot has changed since; both in media 

and art but also in how we might perceive gender in general - it 

challenged conventional art criticism and worked as a starting point 

for further study.8  

  Berger’s statement - "men act and women appear" - resonates 

strongly with Laura Mulvey’s theory about the ‘male gaze’ in cinema. 

The male gaze is a term coined by the feminist film theorist Laura 

Mulvey in her essay ‘Visual pleasure and Narrative Cinema’. In the 

essay she talks about Hollywood Cinema and unconscious 

patriarchal society and how the imbalance of power between men 

and women is reflected in the imbalance of power on the screen. 

The female characters' presence (in the visuals as well as in the 

narratives) is there ‘to be looked’ at, and the male (protagonist) roles 

are doing the active looking. 

 

‘In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split 

between active/male and passive/female. The determining male gaze projects its 

phantasy on to the female figure which is styled accordingly. In their traditional 

exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their 

 
7 John Berger, ways of seeing, (UK: Penguin Books Limited, 2008.) p. 47.  

8 Berger, Ways of seeing, p. 109.  
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appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to 

connote to-be-looked-at-ness.’9 

Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema offers a framework for 

understanding how women are constructed as objects of vision rather 

than active participants. Though this essay was written in 1975 and 

more specifically to Hollywood cinema at the time, I do find it quite 

relevant for my understanding of the influence of film today. I think 

a lot about the impact movies have had on me and my self-

perception. How watching these movies through the eyes of the 

camera and through the eyes of the male protagonists onto the 

woman, somehow makes me become the man looking at the 

woman.  When I think of myself as a woman, I see myself through 

the male gaze. I have tried in many ways to escape this feeling, but it 

seems to not only exist when I am being looked at, but also when I 

am alone.  

  Though films have changed much since her essay was 

published, a lot of the ways of filming have not, this unconscious 

patriarchal thinking and way of doing things persist. The way movies 

are produced reinforces the unconscious ways that women see 

themselves as if through the eyes of another, leading to an unsettling 

doubling - being both subject and object.  

   

 
9 Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”, Screen, Volume 16, (Oxford 
University Press, 1975) p. 11  
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Your Gaze Hits the Side of My Face, Photograph and type on paper, Barbara Kruger, 1981 

The artist Barbara Kruger’s work critiques how women are visually 

consumed in the media. In the piece above, a black-and-white 

classical female bust is juxtaposed with bold text reading Your Gaze 

Hits the Side of My Face, directly confronting the viewer about the 

impact of objectification. When I look at this work, I instantly 

recognize myself in the female figure, though the text in the image 

addresses me as the viewer directly - as the one gazing upon ‘her’- I 

also identify with the sculpture. She is an object aware of being 

objectified, aware of the gaze directed at her, while not ‘interacting’ 
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with it. She is looking the other way, perhaps focused on her own 

gaze and trying to become a subject herself.  

  The subject is the person/thing carrying out an action, the 

verb is the action itself, and the object is the person/thing that 

receives the action of the subject. ‘Your gaze hits the side of my 

face’. Your (as in I - the viewer) gaze hits (the action) the side of my 

face (the image/sculpture/face as the object). Hitting is a violent 

action, implying that the gaze is violent. She is passive as she is a 

sculpture, and she is facing the other way. As she is not returning our 

gaze, the text is the only thing confronting us with looking at her. To 

turn the other cheek is an idiom that means to decide not to do 

anything to hurt someone who has hurt you.    
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On Turning the Gaze of Shame Around  
 
Lately I have been engaged with the medium of painting, producing 

a series of untitled nudes. I had been taking nude selfies, and the 

paintings began as a way for me to process how I felt after nearly 

sending those nudes to the guy I was seeing at the time. Taking 

naked selfies is one thing but taking them with another person in 

mind changes the meaning of them. 

 

Untitled Nude 1, Oil paint on Paper, 2025 

The relationship ended before I got to send them, and I noticed how 

relieved I felt. It left me realizing how during that whole relationship, 

my view of my body was strictly attached to him, I could only see 
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my own body in relation to him. In every relationship I’ve had with a 

man, I’ve experienced a sense of losing autonomy over my own 

body. Perhaps I never truly felt that my body belonged to me.  

  How can I make my body my own? I have tried taking selfies 

without the intention of sending them to anyone, but the 

internalized outside gazes persist, even when I am on my own. It is 

hard to separate my idea of self from my physical appearance - from 

my body - yet still I feel detachment from it. I am outside looking in 

and inside looking out.  

  Berger talks about the distinction between being naked and 

being nude:  

“To be naked is to be oneself. To be nude is to be seen naked by others and yet 

not recognized for oneself. A naked body has to be seen as an object in order to 

become a nude. (The sight of it as an object stimulate the use of it as an object.)” 
10  

 Have I ever been simply naked? I cannot imagine myself without a 

body and I cannot imagine my body as just a body - my physical 

body, the one I see in the mirror, and the one I see in my head. It 

will always feel gendered, even sexualized, objectified. In repetitively 

painting the image of my naked body in different approaches, I 

realized that I have developed another relation to the image. It has 

turned into colour on the canvas, into movement and shape. 

 
10 Berger, Ways of seeing, p. 54.  
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  Today nudes are for some a shameful thing, for others it's 

more normalized. For women in particular, nude photographs are 

often used against them without consent - to shame, humiliate, and 

silence them. That is also known as ‘revenge porn’. According to the 

police.uk website revenge porn is “to share or threaten to share 

private, sexual photos or videos of someone without their 

permission”11. It happens way too often, and it is very hard to deal 

with as the victims can experience intense public shaming and 

therefore makes it hard to come forward.  

  When thinking about turning the gaze of shame around, I 

feel the need to mention the Danish feminist Emma Holten and 

how she challenged the cultural narrative around digital harassment. 

In 2011, she became the target of image-based sexual abuse, after 

her email was hacked and intimate photos were stolen and 

distributed without her consent, leading to years of constant 

harassment and threats. According to the documentary ‘Skam dig, 

Emma’ (shame on you, Emma)12 from 2015 she was the first woman to 

openly respond to revenge porn, by speaking about her own 

experience. In an act of both political and personal resistance, she 

published a series of nude photographs of herself - created on her 

 
11 Police.uk, information on revenge porn, https://www.police.uk/ro/report/rsa/alpha-
v1/advice/rape-sexual-assault-and-other-sexual-offences/revenge-porn-intimate-image-
abuse/(accessed March 22, 2025)  

12 DR2, Skam dig, Emma, documentary film, (Denmark, 08.12.2015) 
https://www.dr.dk/drtv/program/skam-dig-emma_216523 (accessed January 20, 2025)  
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own terms - alongside an essay on consent. By creating and sharing 

images on her own terms, Holten drew a distinction between the 

two types of photos, highlighting that the difference lies in the 

consent. That the issue isn’t about expressing yourself, or not being 

careful or private, but instead pointing towards the issue of violence 

and the lack of consent. The problem isn't nudity itself, but the 

power structures around who gets to look (and judge), who controls 

the image, and who gets to tell the story.  

  “I certainly do not see what I did as a solution,”13 Holten said on 

the news website and digital media platform ‘Mashable’ “Creating new 

material to counter old material is not a survival strategy. It’s an act that raises 

awareness about how many are victimized this way and that it can happen to 

anyone.”  

  She was a huge inspiration for me, especially as a young girl. 

She inspired me to see that personal experience can be a way of 

speaking not just about the self, but about the structures that shape 

it. I can’t stop being a woman, and I can’t stop being seen, but I can 

be a part of a conversation about it.   

 

 

 
13 Nikolay Nikolov, Women Warriors, article,  https://mashable.com/feature/global-

fight-against-revenge-porn, (accessed February 21, 2025)  
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Conclusion  
 

My personal relationship with writing, as well as my own experiences 

with shame have made the process of writing this thesis challenging, 

which brought limits to my research. There are many ways to further 

expand the exploration of the themes. Shame manifests across many 

different intersections of identity that I am not in a position to speak 

from, as this text is grounded in my own lived experiences and my 

personal confrontation with shame. I believe it is crucial to 

understand how vision is intertwined with shame and the power that 

it holds. It is important to continuously question when shame plays a 

role in our lives. While shame can be a positive force - helping us 

understand how we impact one another and guide our understanding 

of ourselves and our social roles - it can also take root in places 

where it does not belong. Therefore, I will always question my 

judgments of others: Where does the judgment come from? Do I 

know the full story? What limitations or assumptions do I need to 

challenge? Am I projecting my own shame onto someone else in an 

attempt to avoid confronting my own? Shame feels isolating, but it is 

a universal emotion. To write about shame is to write about human 

experience. Maybe shame can be a starting point? Not something to 

erase, but something to sit with, speak from and paint through.  
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