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Gender and Performance

Selections from Gender Trouble*
Fudith Butler

One is not born a woman, but rather becomes one.
Simone de Beauvoir

Strictly speaking, “women’’ cannot be said to exist.
Julia Kristeva

Woman does not have a sex.
Luce Irigaray

The deployment of sexuality . . . established this notion of sex,
Michel Foucault

The category of sex is the political category that founds sociery as heterosexual.
Monique Wittig

“Women” as the subject of feminism

For the most part, feminist theory has assumed that there is some existing
identity, understood through the category of women, who not only initiates
feminist interests and goals within discourse, but constitutes the subject for whom
political representation is pursued. But politics and representation are controversial
terms. On the one hand, representation serves as the operative term within a political
process that sceks to extend visibility and legitimacy to women as political
subjects; on the other hand, representation is the normative function of a language
which is said either to reveal or to distort what is assumed to be true about the
category of women. For feminist theory, the development of a language that fully
or adequately represents women has seemed necessary to foster the political visibi-
lity of women. This has seemed obviously important considering the pervasive
cultural condition in which women’s lives were either misrepresented or not
represented at all.

Recently, this prevailing conception of the relation between feminist theory and
politics has come under challenge from within feminist discourse. The very subject
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of women is no longer understood in stable or abiding terms. There is a great deal of
material that not only questions the viability of “the subject” as the ultimate
candidate for representation or, indeed, liberation, but there is very little agreement
after all on what it is that constitutes, or ought to constitute, the category of women.
The domains of political and linguistic “representation” set out in advance the
criterion by which subjects themselves are formed, with the result that representa-
tion is extended only to what can be acknowledged as a subject. In other words, the
qualification for being a subject must first be met before representation can be
extended.

Foucault points out that juridical systems of power produce the subjects they
subsequently come to represent. Juridical notions of power appear to regulate
political life in purely negative terms — that is, through the limitation, prohibition,
regulation, control, and even “protection” of individuals related to that political
structure through the contingent and retractable operation of choice. But the
subjects regulated by such structures are, by virtue of being subjected to them,
formed, defined, and reproduced in accordance with the requirements of those
structures. If this analysis is right, then the juridical formation of language and
politics that represents women as “the subject” of feminism is itself a discursive
formation and effect of a given version of representational politics. And the feminist
subject turns out to be discursively constituted by the very political system that is
supposed to facilitate its emancipation. This becomes politically problematic if that
system can be shown to produce gendered subjects along a differential axis of
domination or to produce subjects who are presumed to be masculine. In such
cases, an uncritical appeal to such a system for the emancipation of “women” will be
clearly self-defeating.

The question of “the subject” is crucial for politics, and for feminist politics in
particular, because juridical subjects are invariably produced through certain exclu~
sionary practices that do not “show” once the juridical structure of politics has been
established. In other words, the political construction of the subject proceeds with
certain legitimating and exclusionary aims, and these political operations are effec-
tively concealed and naturalized by a political analysis that takes juridical structures
as their foundation. Juridical power inevitably “produces” what it claims merely to
represent; hence, politics must be concerned with this dual function of power: the
juridical and the productive. In effect, the law produces and then conceals the
notion of “a subject before the law”? in order to invoke that discursive formation
as a naturalized foundational premiss that subsequently legitimates that law’s
own regulatory hegemony. It is not enough to inquire into how women might
become more fully represented in language and politics. Feminist critique ought
also to understand how the category of “women,” the subject of feminism, is
produced and restrained by the very structures of power through which emancipa-
tion is sought.

Indeed, the question of women as the subject of feminism raises the possibility
that there may not be a subject who stands “before” the law, awaiting representation
in or by the law. Perhaps the subject, as well as the invocation of a temporal
“before,” is constituted by the law as the fictive foundation of its own claim to
legitimacy. The prevailing assumption of the ontological integrity of the subject
before the law might be understood as the contemporary trace of the state of nature
hypothesis, that foundationalist fable constitutive of the juridical structures of
classical liberalism. The performative invocation of a nonhistorical “before”
becomes the foundational premise that guarantees a presocial ontology of persons
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who freely consent to be governed and, thereby, constitute the legitimacy of the
social contract.

Apart from the foundationalist fictions that support the notion of the subject,
however, there is the political problem that feminism encounters in the assumption
that the term women denotes a common identity. Rather than a stable signifier that
commands the assent of those whom it purports to describe and represent, women,
even in the plural, has become a troublesome term, a site of contest, a cause for
anxiety. As Denise Riley’s title suggests, Am I That Name? is a question produced
by the very possibility of the name’s multiple significations.? If one “is” a woman,
that is surely not all one is; the term fails to be exhaustive, not because a pregen-
dered “person” transcends the specific paraphernalia of its gender, but because
gender is not always constituted coherently or consistently in different historical
contexts, and because gender intersects with racial, class, ethnic, sexual, and regional
modalities of discursively constituted identities. As a result, it becomes impossible to
separate out “‘gender” from the political and cultural intersections in which it is
invariably produced and maintained ...

The compulsory order of sex/gender/desire

Although the unproblematic unity of “women” is often invoked to construct a
solidarity of identity, a split is introduced in the feminist subject by the distinction
between sex and gender. Originally intended to dispute the biology-is-destiny
formulation, the distinction between sex and gender serves the argument that
whatever biological intractability sex appears to have, gender is culturally con-
structed; hence, gender is neither the causal result of sex nor as seemingly fixed as
sex. The unity of the subject is thus already potentially contested by the distinction
that permits of gender as a multiple interpretation of sex.

If gender is the cultural meanings that the sexed body assumes, then a gender
cannot be said to follow from a sex in any one way. Taken to its logical limit, the
sex/gender distinction suggests a radical discontinuity between sexed bodies and
culturally constructed genders. Assuming for the moment the stability of binary sex,
it does not follow that the construction of “men” will accrue exclusively to the
bodies of males or that ‘“women” will interpret only female bodies. Further, even if
the sexes appear to be unproblematically binary in their morphology and constitu-
tion (which will become a question), there is no reason to assume that genders ought
also to remain as two.* The presumption of a binary gender system implicitly retains
the belief in a mimetic relation of gender to sex whereby gender mirrors sex or is
otherwise restricted by it. When the constructed status of gender is theorized as
radically independent of sex, gender itself becomes a free-floating artifice, with the
consequence that man and masculine might just as easily signify a female body as a
male one, and woman and feminine a male body as easily as a female one.

This radical splitting of the gendered subject poses yet another set of problems.
Can we refer to a “given” sex or a “given” gender without first inquiring into how
sex and/or gender is given, through what means? And what is “sex” anyway? Is it
natural, anatomical, chromosomal, or hormonal, and how is a feminist critic to assess
the scientific discourses which purport to establish such “facts” for us?® Does sex
have a history?® Does each sex have a different history, or histories? Is there a
history of how the duality of sex was established, a genealogy that might expose the
binary options as a variable construction? Are the ostensibly natural facts of sex




30 Judith Butler

discursively produced by various scientific discourses in the service of other political
and social interests? If the immutable character of sex is contested, perhaps this
construct called “‘sex” is as culturally constructed as gender; indeed, perhaps it was
always already gender, with the consequence that the distinction between sex and
gender turns out to be no distinction at all.”

It would make no sense, then, to define gender as the cultural interpretation of
sex, if sex itself is a gendered category. Gender ought not to be conceived merely as
the cultural inscription of meaning on a pregiven sex (a juridical conception); gender
must also designate the very apparatus of production whereby the sexes themselves
are established. As a result, gender is not to culture as sex is to nature; gender is also
the discursive/cultural means by which ‘“sexed nature” or ‘“‘a natural sex” is
produced and established as “prediscursive,” prior to culture, a politically neutral
surface on which culture acts. .. At this juncture it is already clear that one way the
internal stability and binary frame for sex is effectively secured is by casting the
duality of sex in a prediscursive domain. This production of sex as the prediscursive
ought to be understood as the effect of the apparatus of cultural construction
designated by gender. How, then, does gender need to be reformulated to encompass
the power relations that produce the effect of a prediscursive sex and so conceal that
very operation of discursive production?

Gender: the circular ruins of contemporary debate

Is there “a” gender which persons are said to have, or is it an essential attribute that a
person is said o be, as implied in the question “What gender are you?” When
feminist theorists claim that gender is the cultural interpretation of sex or that gender
1s culturally constructed, what is the manner or mechanism of this construction? If
gender is constructed, could it be constructed differently, or does its constructedness
imply some form of social determinism, foreclosing the possibility of agency and
transformation? Does “construction” suggest that certain laws generate gender
differences along universal axes of sexual difference? How and where does the
construction of gender take place? What sense can we make of a construction that
cannot assume a human constructor prior to that construction? On some accounts,
the notion that gender is constructed suggests a certain determinism of gender
meanings inscribed on anatomically differentiated bodies, where those bodies are
understood as passive recipients of an inexorable cultural law. When the relevant
“culture” that “constructs” gender is understood in terms of such a law or set of
laws, then it seems that gender is as determined and fixed as it was under the biology-
is-destiny formulation. In such a case, not biology, but culture, becomes destiny.
On the other hand, Simone de Beauvoir suggests in The Second Sex that “one is
not born a woman, but, rather, becomes one.”® For Beauvoir, gender is “con-
structed,” but implied in her formulation is an agent, a cogito, who somehow takes
on or appropriates that gender and could, in principle, take on some other gender. Is
gender as variable and volitional as Beauvoir’s account seems to suggest? Can
““construction” in such a case be reduced to a form of choice? Beauvoir is clear
that one “becomes” a woman, but always under a cultural compulsion to become
one. And clearly, the compulsion does not come from “sex.” There is nothing in her
account that guarantees that the “one” who becomes a woman is necessarily female.
If “the body is a situation,”” as she claims, there is no recourse to a body that has
not always already been interpreted by cultural meanings; hence, sex could not
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qualify as a prediscursive anatomicalmfacticity. Indeed, sex, by definition, will be
shown to have been gender all along.

The controversy over the meaning of construction appears to founder on the
conventional philosophical polarity between free will and determinism. As a con-
sequence, one might reasonably suspect that some common linguistic restriction on
thought both forms and limits the terms of the debate. Within those terms, “the
body” appears as a passive medium on which cultural meanings are inscribed or as
the instrument through which an appropriative and interpretive will determines a
cultural meaning for itself. In either case, the body is figured as a mere snstrument or
medium for which a set of cultural meanings are only externally related. But “the
body” is itself a construction, as are the myriad “bodies” that constitute the domain
of gendered subjects. Bodies cannot be said to have a signifiable existence prior to
the mark of their gender; the question then emerges: to what extent does the body
come into being in and through the mark(s) of gender? How do we reconceive the
body no longer as a passive medium or instrument awaiting the enlivening capacity
ofa distinctly immaterial will?"!

Whether gender or sex is fixed or free is a function of a discourse which, it will be
suggested, seeks to set certain limits to analysis or to safeguard certain tenets of
humanism as presuppositional to any analysis of gender. The locus of intractability,
whether in “sex” or “gender” or in the very meaning of “construction,” provides a
clue to what cultural possibilities can and cannot become mobilized through any
further analysis. The limits of the discursive analysis of gender presuppose and
preempt the possibilities of imaginable and realizable gender configurations within
culture. This is not to say that any and all gendered possibilities are open, but that
the boundaries of analysis suggest the limits of a discursively conditioned experi-
ence. These limits are always set within the terms of a hegemonic cultural discourse
predicated on binary structures that appear as the language of universal rationality.
Constraint is thus built into what that language constitutes as the imaginable domain
of gender.

Although social scientists refer to gender as a “factor” or a “dimension” of an
analysis, it is also applied to embodied persons as “a mark” of biological, linguistic,
and/or cultural difference. In these latter cases, gender can be understood as a
signification that an (already) sexually differentiated body assumes, but even then
that signification exists only in relation to another, opposing signification. Some
feminist theorists claim that gender is “a relation,” indeed, a set of relations, and not
an individual attribute. Others, following Beauvoir, would argue that only the
feminine gender is marked, that the universal person and the masculine gender
are conflated, thereby defining women in terms of their sex and extolling men as the
bearers of a body-transcendent universal personhood.

In a move that complicates the discussion further, Luce Irigaray argues that
women constitute a paradox, if not a contradiction, within the discourse of identity
itself. Women are the “sex” which is not “one.” Within a language pervasively
masculinist, a phallogocentric language, women constitute the unrepresentable. In
other words, women represent the sex that cannot be thought, a linguistic absence
and opacity. Within a language that rests on univocal signification, the female sex
constitutes the unconstrainable and undesignatable. In this sense, women are the sex
which is not “one,” but multiple.'? In opposition to Beauvoir, for whom women are
designated as the Other, Irigaray argues that both the subject and the Other are
masculine mainstays of a closed phallogocentric signifying economy that achieves its
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totalizing goal through the exclusion of the feminine altogether. For Beauvoir,
women are the negative of men, the lack against which masculine identity differ-
entiates itself; for Irigaray, that particular dialectic constitutes a system that excludes
an entirely different economy of signification. Women are not only represented
falsely within the Sartrian frame of signifying-subject and signified-Other, but the
falsity of the signification points out the entire structure of representation as
inadequate. The sex which is not one, then, provides a point of departure for a
criticism of hegemonic Western representation and of the metaphysics of substance
that structures the very notion of the subject.

What is the metaphysics of substance, and how does it inform thinking about the
categories of sex? In the first instance, humanist conceptions of the subject tend to
assume a substantive person who is the bearer of various essential and nonessential
attributes. A humanist feminist position might understand gender as an aztribute of a
person who is characterized essentially as a pregendered substance or “core,” called
the person, denoting a universal capacity for reason, moral deliberation, or language.
The universal conception of the person, however, is displaced as a point of depar-
ture for a social theory of gender by those historical and anthropological positions
that understand gender as a relation among socially constituted subjects in specifi-
able contexts. This relational or contextual point of view suggests that what the
person “is,” and, indeed, what gender “is,” is always relative to the constructed
relations in which it is determined.” As a shifting and contextual phenomenon,
gender does not denote a substantive being, but a relative point of convergence
among culturally and historically specific sets of relations.

Irigaray would maintain, however, that the feminine “sex” 1s a4 point of linguistic
absence, the impossibility of a grammatically denoted substance, and, hence, the
point of view that exposes that substance as an abiding and foundational illusion of a
masculinist discourse. This absence is not marked as such within the masculine
signifying economy — a contention that reverses Beauvoir’s argument (and Wittig’s)
that the female sex is marked, while the male sex is not, For Irigaray, the female sex
is not a “lack” or an “Other” that immanently and negatively defines the subject in
its masculinity. On the contrary, the female sex eludes the very requirements of
representation, for she is neither “Other” nor the “lack,” those categories remaining
relative to the Sartrian subject, immanent to that phallogocentric scheme. Hence, for
Irigaray, the feminine could never be the mark of a subject, as Beauvoir would
suggest. Further, the feminine could not be theorized in terms of a determinate
relation between the masculine and the feminine within any given discourse, for
discourse is not a relevant notion here. Even in their variety, discourses constitute so
many modalities of phallogocentric language. The female sex is thus also the sibject
that is not one. The relation between masculine and feminine cannot be represented
in a signifying economy in which the masculine constitutes the closed circle of
signifier and signified. Paradoxically enough, Beauvoir prefigured this impossibility
in The Second Sex when she argued that men could not settle the question of women
because they would then be acting as both judge and party to the case.!*

The distinctions among the above positions are far from discrete; each of them
can be understood to problematize the locality and meaning of both the “subject”
and “gender” within the context of socially instituted gender asymmetry. The
interpretive possibilities of gender are in no sense exhausted by the alternatives
suggested above. The problematic circularity of a feminist inquiry into gender is
underscored by the presence of positions which, on the one hand, presume that
gender is a secondary characteristic of persons and those which, on the other hand,
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argue that the very notion of the person, positioned within language as a “subject,” :
is a masculinist construction and prerogative which effectively excludes the struc- :
tural and semantic possibility of a feminine gender. The consequence of such sharp
disagreements about the meaning of gender (indeed, whether gender is the term to be
argued about at all, or whether the discursive construction of sex is, indeed, more
fundamental, or perhaps women or woman and/or men and man) establishes the need
for a radical rethinking of the categories of identity within the context of relations of
radical gender asymmetry.

For Beauvoir, the “subject” within the existential analytic of misogyny is always
already masculine, conflated with the universal, differentiating itself from a feminine
“Other” outside the universalizing norms of personhood, hopelessly “particular,”
embodied, condemned to immanence. Although Beauvoir is often understood to be
calling for the right of women, in effect, to become existential subjects and, hence,
for inclusion within the terms of an abstract universality, her position also implies a
fundamental critique of the very disembodiment of the abstract masculine epistemo-
logical subject.!® That subject is abstract to the extent that it disavows its socially
marked embodiment and, further, projects that disavowed and disparaged embodi-
ment on to the feminine sphere, effectively renaming the body as female. This
association of the body with the female works along magical relations of reciprocity
whereby the female sex becomes restricted to its body, and the male body, fully
disavowed, becomes, paradoxically, the incorporeal instrument of an ostensibly
radical freedom. Beauvoir’s analysis implicitly poses the question: through what
act of negation and disavowal does the masculine pose as a disembodied universality
and the feminine get constructed as a disavowed corporeality? The dialectic of
master—slave, here fully reformulated within the nonreciprocal terms of gender
asymmetry, prefigures what Irigaray will later describe as the masculine signifying
economy that includes both the existential subject and its Other.

Beauvoir proposes that the female body ought to be the situation and instrument-
ality of women’s freedom, not a defining and limiting essence.'® The theory of
embodiment informing Beauvoir’s analysis is clearly limited by the uncritical repro-
duction of the Cartesian distinction between freedom and the body. Despite my own
previous efforts to argue the contrary, it appears that Beauvoir maintains the mind/
body dualism, even as she proposes a synthesis of those terms.'” The preservation of
that very distinction can be read as symptomatic of the very phallogocentrism that
Beauvoir underestimates. In the philosophical tradition that begins with Plato and
continues through Descartes, Husserl, and Sartre, the ontological distinction between
soul (consciousness, mind) and body invariably supports relations of political and
psychic subordination and hierarchy. The mind not only subjugates the body, but
occasionally entertains the fantasy of fleeing its embodiment altogether. The cultural
associations of mind with masculinity and body with femininity are well documented
within the field of philosophy and feminism.'® As a result , any uncritical reproduction
of the mind/body distinction ought to be rethought for the implicit gender hierarchy
that the distinction has conventionally produced, maintained, and rationalized.

The discursive construction of “the body” and its separation from “freedom” in
Beauvoir fails to mark along the axis of gender the very mind-body distinction that
is supposed to illuminate the persistence of gender asymmetry. Officially, Beauvoir
contends that the female body is marked within masculinist discourse, whereby the
masculine body, in its conflation with the universal, remains unmarked. Irigaray
clearly suggests that both marker and marked are maintained within a masculinist
mode of signification in which the female body is “marked off,” as it were, from the
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domain of the signifiable. In post-Hegelian terms, she is “canceled,” but not
preserved. On Irigaray’s reading, Beauvoir’s claim that woman “is sex” is reversed
to mean that she is not the sex she is designated to be, but, rather, the masculine sex
encore (and en corps) parading in the mode of otherness. For Irigaray, that phallogo-
centric mode of signifying the female sex perpetually reproduces phantasms of its
own self-amplifying desire. Instead of a self-limiting linguistic gesture that grants
alterity or difference to women, phallogocentrism offers a name to eclipse the
feminine and take its place.

Theorizing the binary, the unitary, and beyond

Beauvoir and Irigaray clearly differ over the fundamental structures by which
gender asymmetry is reproduced; Beauvoir turns to the failed reciprocity of an
asymmetrical dialectic, while Irigaray suggests that the dialectic itself is the mono-
logic elaboration of a masculinist signifying cconomy. Although Irigaray clearly
broadens the scope of feminist critique by exposing the epistemological, ontological,
and logical structures of a masculinist signifying economy, the power of her analysis
is undercut precisely by its globalizing reach. Is it possible to identify a monolithic as
well as a monologic masculinist economy that traverses the array of cultural and
historical contexts in which sexual difference takes place? Is the failure to acknow-
ledge the specific cultural operations of gender oppression itself a kind of episte-
mological imperialism, one which is not ameliorated by the simple elaboration of
cultural differences as “examples” of the selfsame phallogocentrism? The effort to
include “Other” cultures as variegated amplifications of a global phallogocentrism
constitutes an appropriative act that risks a repetition of the self-aggrandizing
gesture of phallogocentrism, colonizing under the sign of the same those differences
that might otherwise call that totalizing concept into question.'? '

Feminist critique ought to explore the totalizing claims of a masculinist signifying
economy, but also remain self-critical with respect to the totalizing gestures of
feminism. The effort to identify the enemy as singular in form is a reverse-discourse
that uncritically mimics the strategy of the oppressor instead of offering a different
set of terms. That the tactic can operate in feminist and antifeminist contexts alike
suggests that the colonizing gesture is not primarily or irreducibly masculinist. It
can operate to effect other relations of racial, class, and heterosexist subordination,
to name but a few. And clearly, listing the varicties of oppression, as I began to do,
assumes their discrete, sequential coexistence along a horizontal axis that does not
describe their convergences within the social field. A vertical model is similarly
insufficient; oppressions cannot be summarily ranked, causally related, distributed
among planes of “originality” and “derivativeness.”?’ Indeed, the field of power
structured in part by the imperializing gesture of dialectical appropriation exceeds
and encompasses the axis of sexual difference, offering a mapping of intersecting
differentials which cannot be summaril y hierarchized either within the terms of
phallogocentrism or any other candidate for the position of “primary condition of
oppression.” Rather than an exclusive tactic of masculinist signifying economies,
dialectical appropriation and suppression of the Other is one tactic among many,
deployed centrally but not exclusively in the service of expanding and rationalizing
the masculinist domain,

The contemporary feminist debates over essentialism raise the question of the
universality of female identity and masculinist oppression in other ways. Universal-
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istic claims are based on a common or shared epistemological standpoint, understood
as the articulated consciousness or shared structures of oppression or in the osten-
sibly transcultural structures of femininity, maternity, sexuality, and/or écriture
Jfeminine. The opening discussion in this chapter argued that this globalizing gesture
has spawned a number of criticisms from women who claim that the category of
“women” is normative and exclusionary and is invoked with the unmarked dimen-
sions of class and racial privilege intact. In other words, the insistence upon the
coherence and unity of the category of women has effectively refused the multi-
plicity of cultural, social, and political intersections in which the concrete array of
“women” are constructed. ‘

Some efforts have been made to formulate coalitional politics which do not
assume in advance what the content of “women” will be. They propose instead a
set of dialogic encounters by which variously positioned women articulate separate
identities within the framework of an emergent coalition. Clearly, the value of
coalitional politics is not to be underestimated, but the very form of coalition, of
an emerging and unpredictable assemblage of positions, cannot be figured in
advance. Despite the clearly democratizing impulse that motivates coalition build-
ing, the coalitional theorist can inadvertently reinsert herself as sovereign of the
process by trying to assert an ideal form for coalitional structures in advance, one
that will effectively guarantee unity as the outcome. Related efforts to determine
what is and is not the true shape of a dialogue, what constitutes a subject-position,
and, most importantly, when “unity” has been reached, can impede the self-shaping
and self-limiting dynamics of coalition.

The insistence in advance on coalitional “unity” as a goal assumes that solidarity,
whatever its price, is a prerequisite for political action. But what sort of politics
demands that kind of advance purchase on unity? Perhaps a coalition needs to
acknowledge its contradictions and take action with those contradictions intact.
Perhaps also part of what dialogic understanding entails is the acceptance of
divergence, breakage, splinter, and fragmentation as part of the often tortuous
process of democratization. The very notion of “dialogue” is culturally specific
and historically bound, and while one speaker may feel secure that a conversation is
happening, another may be sure it is not. The power relations that condition and
limit dialogic possibilities need first to be interrogated. Otherwise, the model of
dialogue risks relapsing into a liberal model that assumes that speaking agents
occupy equal positions of power and speak with the same presuppositions about
what constitutes “agreement” and “unity” and, indeed, that those are the goals to be
sought. It would be wrong to assume in advance that there is a category of “women”
that simply needs to be filled in with various components of race, class, age,
ethnicity, and sexuality in order to become complete. The assumption of its essential
incompleteness permits that category to serve as a permanently available site of
contested meanings. The definitional incompleteness of the category might then
serve as a normative ideal relieved of coercive force.

Is “unity” necessary for effective political action? Is the premature insistence on
the goal of unity precisely the cause of an ever more bitter fragmentation among the
ranks? Certain forms of acknowledged fragmentation might faciliate coalitional
action precisely because the “unity” of the category of women is neither presup-
posed nor desired. Does “unity” set up an exclusionary norm of solidarity at the
level of identity that rules out the possibility of a set of actions which disrupt the
very borders of identity concepts, or which seek to accomplish precisely that
disruption as an explicit political aim? Without the presupposition or goal of
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“unity,” which is, in either case, always instituted at a conceptual level, provisional
unities might emerge in the context of concrete actions that have purposes other
than the articulation of identity. Without the compulsory expectation that feminist
actions must be instituted from some stable, unified, and agreed upon identity, those
actions might well get a quicker start and seem more congenial to a number of
“women” for whom the meaning of the category is permanently moot.

This antifoundationalist approach to coalitional politics assumes neither that
“identity” is a premise nor that the shape or meaning of a coalitional assemblage
can be known prior to its achievement. Because the articulation of an identity within
available cultural terms instates a definition that forecloses in advance the emergence
of new identity concepts in and through politically engaged actions, the foundation-
alist tactic cannot take the transformation or expansion of existing identity concepts
as a normative goal. Moreover, when agreed-upon identities or agreed-upon dialogic
structures, through which already established identities are communicated, no
longer constitute the theme or subject of politics, then identities can come into
being and dissolve depending on the concrete practices that constitute them. Certain
political practices institute identities on a contingent basis in order to accomplish
whatever aims are in view. Coalitional politics requires neither an expanded category
of “women” nor an internally multiplicitous self that offers its complexity at once,

Gender is a complexity whose totality is permanently deferred, never fully what it
is at any given juncture in time. An open coalition, then, will affirm identities that
are alternately instituted and relinquished according to the purposes at hand; it will
be an open assemblage that permits of multiple convergences and divergences
without obedience to a normative zelos of definitional closure . . .

Clearly this project does not propose to lay out within traditional philosophical
terms an ontology of gender whereby the meaning of being a woman or a man is
elucidated within the terms of phenomenology. The presumption here is that the
“being” of gender is an ¢ffect, an object of a genealogical investigation that maps out
the political parameters of its construction in the mode of ontology. To claim that
gender is constructed is not to assert its illusoriness or artificiality, where those terms
are understood to reside within a binary that counterposes the ‘“real” and the
“authentic” as oppositional. As a genealogy of gender ontology, this inquiry seeks to
understand the discursive production of the plausibility of that binary relation and to
suggest that certain cultural configurations of gender take the place of “the real” and
consolidate and augment their hegemony through that felicitous self-naturalization.

If there is something right in Beauvoir’s claim that one is not born, but rather
becomes a woman, it follows that woman itself is a term in process, a becoming, a
constructing that cannot rightfully be said to originate or to end. As an ongoing
discursive practice, it is open to intervention and resignification. Even when gender
seems to congeal into the most reified forms, the “congealing” is itself an insistent
and insidious practice, sustained and regulated by various social means. It is, for
Beauvoir, never possible finally to become a woman, as if there were a relos that
governs the process of acculturation and construction. Gender is the repeated

stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory
frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural
sort of being. A political genealogy of gender ontologies, if it is successful, will
deconstruct the substantive appearance of gender into its constitutive acts and locate
and account for those acts within the compulsory frames set by the various forces
that police the social appearance of gender. To expose the contingent acts that create
the appearance of a naturalistic necessity, 2 move which has been a part of cultural
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critique at least since Marx, is a task that now takes on the added burden of showing
how the very notion of the subject, intelligible only through its appearance as
gendered, admits of possibilities that have been forcibly foreclosed by the various
reifications of gender that have constituted its contingent ontologies . ..

Bodily inscriptions, performative subversions

Garbo “got in drag” whenever she took some heavy glamour part, whenever she
melted in or out of a man’s arms, whenever she simply let that heavenly-flexed
neck . ..bear the weight of her thrown-back head...How resplendent seems the art
of acting! It is all impersonation, whether the sex underneath is true or not.

(Parker Tyler, “The Garbo image,” quoted in Esther Newton, Mother Camp)

Categories of true sex, discrete gender, and specific sexuality have constituted the
stable point of reference for a great deal of feminist theory and politics. These
constructs of identity serve as the points of epistemic departure from which theory
emerges and politics itself is shaped. In the case of feminism, politics is ostensibly
shaped to express the interests, the perspectives, of “‘women.” But is there a political
shape to “women,” as it were, that precedes and prefigures the political elaboration
of their interests and epistemic point of view? How is that identity shaped, and is it a
political shaping that takes the very morphology and boundary of the sexed body as
the ground, surface, or site of cultural inscription? What circumscribes that site as
“the female body?” Is ‘“‘the body” or “the sexed body” the firm foundation on
which gender and systems of compulsory sexuality operate? Or is “the body” itself
shaped by political forces with strategic interests in keeping that body bounded and
constituted by the markers of sex?

The sex/gender distinction and the category of sex itself appear to presuppose a
generalization of “the body” that preexists the acquisition of its sexed significance.
This “body” often appears to be a passive medium that is signified by an inscription
from a cultural source figured as “‘external” to that body. Any theory of the
culturally constructed body, however, ought to question “the body” as a construct
of suspect generality when it is figured as passive and prior to discourse. There are
Christian and Cartesian precedents to such views which, prior to the emergence of
vitalistic biologies in the nineteenth century, understand “the body” as so much
inert matter, signifying nothing or, more specifically, signifying a profane void, the
fallen state: deception, sin, the premonitional metaphorics of hell and the eternal
feminine. There are many occasions in both Sartre’s and Beauvoir’s work where
“the body” is figured as a mute facticity, anticipating some meaning that can be
attributed only by a transcendent consciousness, understood in Cartesian terms as
radically immaterial. But what establishes this dualism for us? What separates off
“the body” as indifferent to signification, and signification itself as the act of a
radically disembodied consciousness or, rather, the act that radically disembodies
that consciousness? To what extent is that Cartesian dualism presupposed in
phenomenology adapted to the structuralist frame in which mind/body is rede-
scribed as culture/nature? With respect to gender discourse, to what extent do these
problematic dualisms still operate within the very descriptions that are supposed to
lead us out of that binarism and its implicit hierarchy? How are the contours of the
body clearly marked as the taken-for-granted ground or surface upon which gender
significations are inscribed, a mere facticity devoid of value, prior to significance?
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Wittig suggests that a culturally specific epistemic a priors establishes the natural-
ness of “sex.” But by what enigmatic means has “the body” been accepted as a
prima facie given that admits of no genealogy? Even within Foucault’s essay on the
very theme of genealogy, the body is figured as a surface and the scene of a cultural
inscription: “the body is the inscribed surface of events.”?!

The task of genealogy, he claims, is “to expose a body totally imprinted by
history.” His sentence continues, however, by referring to the goal of “history” —
here clearly understood on the model of Freud’s “civilization” — as the “destruction
of the body” (p. 148). Forces and impulses with multiple directionalities are precisely
that which history both destroys and preserves through the entstehung (historical
event) of inscription. As “a volume in perpetual disintegration” (p. 148), the body is
always under siege, suffering destruction by the very terms of history. And history is
the creation of values and meanings by a signifying practice that requires the
subjection of the body. This corporeal destruction is necessary to produce the
speaking subject and its significations. This is a body, described through the language
of surface and force, weakened through a “single drama” of domination, inscription,
and creation (p. 150). This is not the modus vivends of one kind of history rather than
another, but is, for Foucault, “history” (p. 148) in its essential and repressive gesture.

Although Foucault writes, “Nothing in man [sic] —~ not even his body — is
sufficiently stable to serve as the basis for self-recognition or for understanding
other men [sic]” (p. 53), he nevertheless points to the constancy of cultural inscrip-
tion as a “single drama” that acts on the body. If the creation of values, that
historical mode of signification, requires the destruction of the body, much as the
instrument of torture in Kafka’s In the Penal Colony destroys the body on which it
writes, then there must be a body prior to that inscription, stable and self-identical,
subject to that sacrificial destruction. In a sense, for Foucault, as for Nietzsche,
cultural values emerge as the result of an inscription on the body, understood as a
medium, indeed, a blank page; in order for this inscription to signify, however, that
medium must itself be destroyed — that is, fully transvaluated into a sublimated
domain of values. Within the metaphorics of this notion of cultural values is the
figure of history as a relentless writing instrument, and the body as the medium
which must be destroyed and transfigured in order for “culture” to emerge.

By maintaining a body prior to its cultural inscription, Foucault appears to
assume a materiality prior to signification and form. Because this distinction oper-
ates as essential to the task of gencalogy as he defines it, the distinction itself is
precluded as an object of genealogical investigation. Occasionally in his analysis of
Herculine, Foucault subscribes to a prediscursive multiplicity of bodily forces that
break through the surface of the body to disrupt the regulating practices of cultural
coherence imposed upon that body by a power regime, understood as a vicissitude of
“history.” If the presumption of some kind of precategorial source of disruption is
refused, is it still possible to give a genealogical account of the demarcation of the
body as such as a signifying practice? This demarcation is not initiated by a reified
history or by a subject. This marking is the result of a diffuse and active structuring
of the social field. This signifying practice effects a social space for and of the body
within certain regulatory grids of intelligibility.

Mary Douglas’ Purity and Danger suggests that the very contours of “the body”
are established through markings that seek to establish specific codes of cultural
coherence. Any discourse that establishes the boundaries of the body serves the
purpose of instating and naturalizing certain taboos regarding the appropriate limits,
postures, and modes of exchange that define what it is that constitutes bodies:
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ideas about separating, purifying, demarcating and punishing transgressions have as
their main function to impose system on an inherently untidy experience. It is only by
exaggerating the difference between within and without, above and below, male and
female, with and against, that a semblance of order is created.?

Although Douglas clearly subscribes to a structuralist distinction between an
inherently unruly nature and an order imposed by cultural means, the “untidiness”
to which she refers can be redescribed as a region of ¢ultural unruliness and disorder.
Assuming the inevitably binary structure of the nature/culture distinction, Douglas
cannot point toward an alternative configuration of culture in which such distinc-
tions become malleable or proliferate beyond the binary frame. Her analysis, how-
ever, provides a possible point of departure for understanding the relationship by
which social taboos institute and maintain the boundaries of the body as such. Her
analysis suggests that what constitutes the limit of the body is never merely material,
but that the surface, the skin, is systematically signified by taboos and anticipated
transgressions; indeed, the boundaries of the body become, within her analysis, the
limits of the social per se. A poststructuralist appropriation of her view might well
understand the boundaries of the body as the limits of the socially kegemonic. In a
variety of cultures, she maintains, there are

pollution powers which inhere in the structure of ideas itself and which punish a
symbolic breaking of that which should be joined or joining of that which should be
separate. It follows from this that pollution is a type of danger which is not likely to
occur except where the lines of structure, cosmic or social, are clearly defined.

A polluting person is always in the wrong. He [sic] has developed some wrong
condition or simply crossed over some line which should not have been crossed and
this displacement unleashes danger for someone . . .2

Regardless of the compelling metaphors of the spatial distinctions of inner and
outer, they remain linguistic terms that facilitate and articulate a set of fantasies,
feared and desired. “Inner” and “outer” make sense only with reference to a
mediating boundary that strives for stability. And this stability, this coherence, is
determined in large part by cultural orders that sanction the subject and compel its
differentiation from the abject. Hence, “inner” and “outer” constitute a binary
distinction that stabilizes and consolidates the coherent subject. When that subject is
challenged, the meaning and necessity of the terms are subject to displacement. If
the “inner world” no longer designates a fopos, then the internal fixity of the self
and, indeed, the internal locale of gender identity, become similarly suspect. The
critical question is not ow did that identity become snrernalized? as if internalization
were a process or a mechanism that might be descriptively reconstructed. Rather,
the question is: from what strategic position in public discourse and for what reasons
has the trope of interiority and the disjunctive binary of inner/outer taken hold? In
what language is “inner space” figured? What kind of figuration is it, and through
what figure of the body is it signified? How does a body figure on its surface the
very invisibility of its hidden depth?

From interiority to gender performatives

In Discipline and Punish Foucault challenges the language of internalization as it
operates in the service of the disciplinary regime of the subjection and subjectivation




40 Judith Butler

of criminals,** Although Foucault objected to what he understood to be the psycho-

analytic belief in the “inner” truth of sex in The History of Sexuality, he turns to a
criticism of the doctrine of internalization for Separate purposes in the context of his
history of criminology. In a sense, Discipline and Punish can be read as Foucault’s
effort to rewrite Nietzsche’s doctrine of internalization in On the Genealogy of Morals
on the model of inscription. In the context of prisoners, Foucault writes, the strategy
has been not to enforce a repression of their desires, but to compel their bodies to
signify the prohibitive law as their very essence, style, and necessity, That law is not
literally internalized, but incorporated, with the consequence that bodies are pro-
duced which signify that law on and through the body:; there the law is manifest as
the essence of their selves, the meaning of their soul, their conscience, the law of
their desire. In effect, the law is at once fully manifest and fully latent, for it never
appears as external to the bodies it subjects and subjectivates. Foucault writes;

It would be wrong to say that the soul is an illusion, or an ideological effect. On the
contrary, it exists, it has a reality, it is produced permanently around, on, within, the
body by the functioning of a power that is exercised on those that are punished [my
emphasis].**

The figure of the interior soul understood as “within” the body is signified through
its inscription on the body, even though its primary mode of signification is through
its very absence, its potent invisibility. The effect of a structuring inner space is
produced through the signification of a body as a vital and sacred enclosure, The
soul is precisely what the body lacks; hence, the body presents itself as a signifying
lack. That lack which is the body signifies the soul as that which cannot show. In
this sense, then, the soul is a surface signification that contests and displaces the
inner/outer distinction itself, a figure of interior psychic space inscribed on the body
as a social signification that perpetually renounces itself as such. In Foucault’s terms,
the soul is not imprisoned by ar within the body, as some Christian imagery would
suggest, but “the soul is the prison of the body,”?®

The redescription of intrapsychic processes in terms of the surface politics of the
body implies a corollary redescription of gender as the disciplinary production of the
figures of fantasy through the play of presence and absence on the body’s surface,
the construction of the gendered body through a series of exclusions and denials,
signifying absences. But what determines the manifest and latent text of the body
politic’ What is the prohibitive law thar generates the corporeal stylization of
gender, the fantasied and fantastic figuration of the body? We have already con-
sidered the incest taboo and the prior taboo against homosexuality as the generative
moments of gender identity, the prohibitions that produce identity along the
culturally intelligible grids of an idealized and compulsory heterosexuality. That
disciplinary production of gender effects a false stabilization of gender in the
interests of the heterosexual construction and regulation of sexuality within the
reproductive domain. The construction of coherence conceals the gender discon-
tinuities that run rampant within heterosexual, bisexual, and gay and lesbian
contexts in which gender does not necessarily follow from sex, and desire, or
sexuality generally, does not seem to follow from gender indeed, where none of
these dimensions of significant corporeality express or reflect one another, When the
disorganization and disaggregation of the field of bodies disrupt the regulatory
fiction of heterosexual coherence, it seems that the expressive model loses its
descriptive force, That regulatory ideal is then exposed as a norm and a fiction
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that disguises itself as a developmental law regulating the sexual field that it
purports to describe.

According to the understanding of identification as an enacted fantasy or incor-
poration, however, it is clear that coherence is desired, wished for, idealized, and
that this idealization is an effect of a corporeal signification. In other words, acts,
gestures, and desire produce the effect of an internal core or substance, but produce
this on the surface of the body, through the play of signifying absences that suggest,
but never reveal, the organizing principle of identity as a cause. Such acts, gestures,
enactments, generally construed, are performative in the sense that the essence or
identity that they otherwise purport to express are fabrications manufactured and
sustained through corporeal signs and other discursive means. That the gendered
body is performative suggests that it has no ontological status apart from the various
acts which constitute its reality, This also suggests that if that reality is fabricated as
an interior essence, that very interiority is an effect and function of a decidedly
public and social discourse, the public regulation of fantasy through the surface
politics of the body, the gender border control that differentiates inner from outer,
and so institutes the “integrity” of the subject, In other words, acts and gestures,
articulated and enacted desires create the illusion of an interior and organizing
gender core, an illusion discursively maintained for the purposes of the regulation
of sexuality within the obligatory frame of reproductive heterosexuality. If the
“cause” of desire, gesture, and act can be localized within the “self’ of the actor,
then the political regulations and disciplinary practices which produce that osten-
sibly coherent gender are effectively displaced from view. The displacement of a
political and discursive origin of gender identity onto a psychological “core” pre-
cludes an analysis of the political constitution of the gendered subject and its
fabricated notions about the ineffable interiority of its sex or of its true identity.

If the inner truth of gender is a fabrication and if a true gender is a fantasy
instituted and inscribed on the surface of bodies, then it seems that genders can be
neither true nor false, but are only produced as the truth effects of a discourse of
primary and stable identity. In Mother Camp: Female Impersonators in America,
anthropologist Esther Newton suggests that the structure of impersonation reveals
one of the key fabricating mechanisms through which the social construction of
gender takes place.”” I would suggest as well that drag fully subverts the distinction
between inner and outer psychic space and effectively mocks both the expressive
model of gender and the notion of a true gender identity. Newton writes:

At its most complex, |drag] is a double inversion that says, “appearance is an illusion.”
Drag says [Newton’s curious personification] “my ‘outside’ appearance is feminine, but
my essence ‘inside’ [the body| is masculine.” At the same time it symbolizes the
opposite inversion; “my appearance ‘outside’ [my body, my gender] is maseuline but
my essence ‘inside’ [myself] is feminine,”*®

Both claims to truth contradict one another and so displace the entire enactment of
gender significations from the discourse of truth and falsity.

The notion of an original or primary gender identity is often parodied within the
cultural practices of drag, cross-dressing, and the sexual stylization of butch/femme
identities. Within feminist theory, such parodic identities have been understood to
be either degrading to women, in the case of drag and cross-dressing, or an
uncritical appropriation of sex-role stereotyping from within the practice of hetero-
sexuality, especially in the case of butch/femme lesbian identities. But the relation
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between the “imitation” and the “original” is, I think, more complicated than that
critique generally allows. Moreover, it gives us a clue to the way in which the
relationship between primary identification — that is, the original meanings accorded
to gender — and subsequent gender experience might be reframed. The performance
of drag plays upon the distinction between the anatomy of the performer and the
gender that is being performed. But we are actually in the presence of three
contingent dimensions of significant corporeality: anatomical sex, gender identity,
and gender performance. If the anatomy of the performer is already distinct from
the gender of the performer, and both of those are distinct from the gender of the
performance, then the performance suggests a dissonance not only between sex and
performance, but sex and gender, and gender and performance. As much as drag
creates a unified picture of “woman” (what its critics often oppose), it also reveals
the distinctness of those aspects of gendered experience which are falsely naturalized
a5 a unity through the regulatory fiction of heterosexual coherence. In imitating
gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative structure of gender itself — as well as its
contingency. Indeed, part of the pleasure, the giddiness of the performance is in the
recognition of a radical contingency in the relation between sex and gender in the
face of cultural configurations of causal unities that are regularly assumed to be
natural and necessary. In the place of the law of heterosexual coherence, we see sex
and gender denaturalized by means of a performance which avows their distinctness
and dramatizes the cultural mechanism of their fabricated unity.

The notion of gender parody defended here does not assume that there is an
original which such parodic identities imitate. Indeed, the parody is of the very
notion of an original; just as the psychoanalytic notion of gender identification is
constituted by a fantasy of a fantasy, the transfiguration of an Other who is always
already a “figure” in that double sense, so gender parody reveals that the original
identity after which gender fashions itself is an imitation without an origin. To be
more precise, it is a production which, in effect — that is, in its effect — postures as an
imitation. This perpetual displacement constitutes a fluidity of identities that
suggests an openness to resignification and recontextualization; parodic proliferation
deprives hegemonic culture and its critics of the claim to naturalized or essentialist
gender identities. Although the gender meanings taken up in these parodic styles are
clearly part of hegemonic, misogynist culture, they are nevertheless denaturalized
and mobilized through their parodic recontextualization, As imitations which effec-
tively displace the meaning of the original, they imitate the myth of originality itself,
In the place of an original identification which serves as a determining cause, gender
identity might be reconceived as a personal/cultural history of received meanings
subject to a set of imitative practices which refer laterally to other imitations and
which, jointly, construct the illusion of a primary and interior gendered self or
parody the mechanism of that construction . . .

Notes

I See Michel Foucault, “Right of death and power over life,” in The History of ‘Sexuality, vol, 1:
An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage, 1980), originally published as
Histoire de la sexualité, 1 La volonté de savoir (Paris: Gallimard, 1978). In that final chapter,
Foucault discusses the relation between the juridical and productive law. His notion of the
productivity of the law is clearly derived from Nietzsche, although not identical with
Nietzsche's will-to-power. The use of Foucault’s notion of productive power is not meant as
a simple minded “application” of Foucault to gender issues.
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References throughout this work to a subject before the law are extrapolations of Derrida’s
reading of Kafka’s parable “Before the law,” in Kafta and the Contemporary Critical Perform-
ance: Centenary Readings, ed. Alan Udoff {Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987).
See Denise Riley, Am I That Name? Feminism and the Category of “Women" in History (New
York: Macmillan, 1988).

For an interesting study of the herdache and multiple-gender arrangements in Native American
cultures, sec Walter L. Williams, The Spirit and the Flesh: Sexual Diversity in American Indian
Culture (Boston: Beacon Press, 1988). See also Sherry B. Ortner and Harriet Whitehead, eds.,
Sexual Meanings: The Cultural Construction of Sexuality (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1981). For a politically sensitive and provocative anal ysis of the berdache, transsexuals,
and the contingency of gender dichotomies, see Suzanne J. Kessler and Wendy McKenna,
Gender: An Ethnomethodological Approach (Chicago: U niversity of Chicago Press, 1978),

A great deal of feminist research has been conducted within the fields of biology and the
history of science that assesses the political interests inherent in the various discriminatory
procedures that establish the scientific basis for sex. See Ruth Hubbard and Marian Lowe
(eds.) Genes and Gender, vols, 1 and 2 (New Yoark: Gordian Press, 1978, 1979); the two issues
on feminism and science of Hypatia: A Journal of Femnist Philosophy, vol. 2, no, 3, 1987, and
vol. 3, no. 1, 1988, and especially The Biology and Gender Study Group, “The importance of
feminist critique for contemporary cell biology” in this last issue; Sandra Harding, The Seience
Question in Feminism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986); Evelyn Fox-Keller, Reflections
on Gender and Science (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984); Donna Haraway, “In the
beginning was the word: the genesis of biological theory,” Sighs: Journal of Women in Culture
and Society, vol. 6, no, 3, 1981; Donna Haraway, Primate Visions (New York: Routledge, 1989);
Sandra Harding and Jean F. O'Barr, Sex and Setentific Inguiry (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1987); Anne Fausto-Sterling, Myths of Gender: Biological Theories About
Women and Men (New York: Norton, 1979)

Clearly Foucault’s History of Sexuality offers one way to rethink the history of “sex” within a
given modern Eurocentric context. For a more detailed consideration see Thomas Lacquer
and Catherine Gallagher, eds., The Making of the Modern Body: Sexuality and Society in the
19th Century (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), originally published as an issue
of Representations, no. 14, Spring 1986.

Sce my “Variations on sex and gender: Beauvoir, Wittig, Foucault," in Feminism us Critigue,
eds., Seyla Benhabib and Drucilla Cornell (Basil Blackwell, dist. by University of Minnesota
Press, 1987).

Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. F. M. Parshley (New York: Vintage, 1973), p.
301.

Ibid., p. 38.

See my “Sex and gender in Beauvoir’s Second Sex,” Yale French Studies, Simone de Beawvorr:
Witness to a Century, no. 72, Winter, 1986.

Note the extent to which phenomenological theories such as Sartre’s, Merleau-Ponty’s, and
Beauvoir's tend to use the term embodiment. Drawn as it is from theological contexts, the term
tends to figure “the” body as a mode of incarnation and, hence, to preserve the external and
dualistic relationship between a signifying immateriality and the materiality of the body itself.
See Luce Irigaray, The Sex Which Is Not One, trans. Catherine Porter with Carolyn Burke
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), originally published as Ce sexe gui n'en est pas un
(Paris: Fditions de Minuit, 1977).

See Joan Scott, “Gender as a useful category of historical analysis,” in Gender and the Politics
of History (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), pp. 28-52, repr. from American
Historical Review, vol. 91, no. 5, 1986,

Beauvoir, The Second Sex, p. xxvi,

See my “Sex and gender in Beauvoir's Second Sex.”

The normative ideal of the body as both a “situation” and an “instrumentality” is embraced
by both Beauvoir with respect to gender and Frantz Fanon with respect to race. Fanon
concludes his analysis of colonization through recourse to the body as an instrument of
freedom, where freedom is, in Cartesian fashion, equated with a consciousness capable of
doubt: “O my body, make of me always a man who questions!” (Frantz Fanon, Black Skin,
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White Masks [New York: Grove Press, 1967], p. 323, originally published as Pean noire,
masques lanes |Paris: Editions de Seuil, 1952]).

17 The radical ontological disjunction in Sartre between consciousness and the body is part of the
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Cartesian inheritance of his philosophy. Significantly, it is Descartes’ distinetion that Hegel

implicitly interrogates at the outset of the “Master - slave™ section of The Phenomenology of

Spirat. Beauvoir’s analysis of the masculine Subject and the feminine Other is clearly situated
in Hegel’s dialectic and in the Sartrian reformulation of that dialectic in the section on sadism
and masochism in Bemg and Nothingness, Critical of the very possibility of a “synthesis” of
consciousness and the body, Sartre effectively returns to the Cartesian problematic that Hegel
sought to overcome. Beauvoir insists that the body can be the instrument and situation of’
freedom and that sex can be the occasion for a gender that is not a reification, but a modality of
freedom. At first this appears to be a synthesis of body and consciousness, where consciousness
is understood as the condition of freedom. The question that remains, however, is whether this
synthesis requires and maintains the ontological distinction between body and mind of which
it is composed and, by association, the hierarchy of mind over body and of masculine over
feminine.

See Llizabeth V. Spelman, “Woman as body: ancient and contemporary views,” Feminist
Studies, vol. 8, no. 1, Spring, 1982,

Gayatri Spivak most pointedly elaborates this particular kind of binary explanation as a
colonizing act of marginalization. In a critique of the “sell~presence of the cognizing supra-
historical self,” which is characteristic of the epistemic imperialism of the philosophical cogito,
she locates politics in the production of knowledge that creates and cénsors the margins that
constitute, through exclusion, the contingent intelligibility of that subject’s given knowledge-
regime: “I call *politics as such’ the prohibition of marginality that is implicit in the production
of any explanation. From that point of view, the choice of particular binary oppositions . . . is
no mere intellectual strategy, It is, in cach ease, the condition of the possibility for centraliza-
tion (with appropriate apologies) and, correspondingly, marginalization” (Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak, “Explanation and culture: marginalia,” in fu Other Worlds: Essuys in Cultural Politics
[New York: Routledge, 1987], p. 113).

See the argument against “ranking oppressions” in Cherric Moraga, “La Gitera," in This
Bridge Called My Back: Wy whings of Radical Women of Color, eds. Gloria Anzaldug and Cherrie
Moraga (New York: Kitchen Table, Women of Color Press, 1982),

Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, genealogy, history,” in Language, Counter-Memory, Practice:
Selected Essays and Interviews by Michel Foucault, trans. Donald F. Bouchard and Sherry
Simon, ed. Donald F. Bouchard (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977), p. 148. References in
the text are to this essay,

Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger (London, Baston, and Henley: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1969), p, 4,

Ibid., p. 113.

Parts of the following discussion were published in rwo different contexts, in my “Gender
trouble, feminist theory, and psychoanalytic discourse,” in Femsnism/ Postmodernism, ed. Linda
J. Nicholson (New York: Routledge, 1989) and “Performative acts and gender constitution: an
essay in phenomenology and feminist theory,” Theatre Jowrnal, vol. 20, no. 3, Winter 1988.
Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: the Bivth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New
York: Vintage, 1979), p. 29.

Ibid., p. 30.

See the chapter “Role models” in Esther Newton, Mother Camp: Female Impersonators in
Ameriea (Chicago: University of ( thicago Press, 1972).

Ibid., p. 103,
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