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396 JUDITH BUTLER

e “act” or performance that one’s body is, but also in

¢he tacit conventions that structure the way the body is culturally perceived. Indeed, if gender
is the cultural signiﬁcancc that the sexed body assumes, and if that significance is codeter-
mined through various acts and their cultural perception, then it would appear that from
within the terms of culture it is not possible to know sex as distinct from gender. The repro.
duction of the category of gender is enacted on a large political scale, as when women first
enter a profession or gain certain rights, or are reconceived in legal or political discourse in
signif‘icanti}r new ways. But the more mundane 1‘ep1‘oduction of gendered identity takes place
through the various ways in which bodies are acted in relationship to the deeply entrenched
or sedimmented expectations of gendered existence. Consider that there is a sedimentation of
oduces the peculiar phenomenon of a natural sex, or a real woman, or
ent and compelling social fictions, and that this is a sedimentation that
d a set of corporeal styles which, in reified form, appear as the natural
hich exist in a binary relation to on¢ another.

proscribc how one acts one's body, th

gender norms that pr
any number of pl‘evai
over time has produce
configuration of bodies into sexes W

1l Binary genders and the heterosexual contract

To guarantee the reproduction of a given culture, various requirements, well-established in

the anthropoiogicai literature of kinship, lave instated sexual reproduction within the con-
fines of a heterosexually -based system of mayriage which requires the reproduction of human
beings in certain gendered modes which, in effect, guarantee the eventual reproduction of
that kinship system. As Foucault and others have pointed out, the association of a natural sex
with a discrete gender and with an ostensibly natural “attraction” to the opposing sex/ gen(ler

is an unnatural conjunction of cultural constructs in the service of reproductive interests,®
Feminist cultural anthropoiogy and kinship studjes have shown how cultures are governed
tee the production, exchange, and consump-

by conventions that not only regulate and guaran
tion of material goods, but also reproduce the bonds of kinship itself, which require taboos
eproduction to effect that end. Lévi-Strauss has shown how the

incest taboo works to guarantee the channeling of sexuality into various modes of hetero-
sexual iriarriage.6 Gayle Rubin has argued convincingly that the incest taboo produces
certain kinds of discrete gendered identities and sexualities.” My point is simply that one way
in which this system of cornpu]s.or)r leterosexuality is reproduced and concealed is througil
the cultivation of bodies into discrete sexes with “natural” appearances and “natural” hetero-
sexual dispositions. Although the enthnocentric conceit suggests a progression be)'ond the
relations as described by Lévi-Strauss, [ would suggest, along
with Rubin, that contemporary gendcr identities are so many marks or “traces” of residual
kinship. The contention that sex, gender, and heterosexuality are historical products which
have become conjoined and reified as matural over time has received a good deal of critical
attention not only from Michel Foucault, but Monique Wittig, gay historians, and various
cultural anthropologists and social psychologists in recent years_S These theorics, i‘lO\‘VC"’EF-
still lack the critical resources for thinking radically about the historical sedimentation ol
sexuality and sex-related constructs if they do not delimit and describe the mundﬂ"ti
manner in which theése constructs are produced, l‘epro_duced, and maintained within the fick

of bodies.

Can phenomenoiogy assist a feminist
gender, and sexuality at the level of the body? In.the first place, th
on the various acts by which cultural identit)" is constituted and assumed ]JYOVid@
starting point for the feminist effort to understand the mundane manner in whic
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’s body is, but also in crafted into genders. The formulation of the body as a mode of. dramatizing O enacting

15 body 4 ’ d. if gender possibilities offers a way to understand how a cultural convention is embodied and enacted

! el‘vec‘{. Indee g . Edeter- "But it seems difficult, if not impossible, to imagine a way to conceptualize the scgle ancj

significance ]Sthat from systemic character of women’s oppression from a theoretical position which takes constituting

vould apcfeal‘The repro- acts to be its point of departure. Although individual acts do work to maintain and repro-
ron;lsgfvrilezr-w omen irdt duce systems of Oppression and, indeed,

e!

any theor}r of personal political responsibility

litical discourse in presupposes such a view, it doesn’t follow that oppression is a sole consequence of such acts,
or po C,-  takes place One might argue that without human beings whose various acts, largely construed, produce
sred ldemllt) atrenl:::hed ] and maintain oppressive conditions, those conditions would fall away, but note that the rela-
> th.e deelzl.)’ en_t tion of 1 tion between acts and conditions is neither unilateral nor unmediated. There are socia] contexts
re s ase HineI:);an or - and conventions within which certain acts not only become possible but become conceivable
’)i’s ZrSZdEfzer:ation l,that §  asactsat all. The transformation of social i

5 ;

. emonic social conditions rather than the individual acts th
m, appear as the natural heg

if not epi henomenal
. one another. ) Pip )

of acts.

ualist assumptions undey-
phenomenological discourse. As a
“acts” are a shared experience and
category of the personal is expanded
based and, indeed, less individual]y-

lying the more restricted view of constituting acts within
given temporal duration within the entire performance,
“collective action.” Just as within feminist theory the very
to include political structures, so is there a theatricaﬂy«

oriented view of acts that goes some of the way to defusing the criticism of act theory as
‘too existentialist.” The act that gender is, the act that e

mbodied agents are inasmuch as they
dramatically and actively embody and, indeed, wear certain cultural significations, is clearly

not one’s act alone. Surely, there are nuanced and individual ways of doing one’s gender, but
that one does it, and that one does it in accord with certain sanctions and prescriptions, is
clearly not a fully individual matter. Here again, I don’t mean to minimize the effect of certain
gender norms which originate within the family and are enforced through certain familjal
modes of punishment and reward and which, as a consequence might be construed as highly
individual, for even there family relations recapitulate, individualize, and specify pre-existing
cultural relations; they are rarely, if even radically original. The act that one does, the act
is simply that one way that one performs, is, in a sense, an act that has been going on before one arrived on the
nt 1s stmp )i d is through ne. Hence, gender is an act which has been rehearsed, much as a Script survives the partic-
and conc:‘e a: ral” hetero= lar actors who make use of it; but which requires individual actors in order to be actualized
ces and {mnube)rond th E2nd reproduced as ‘reah'ty once again. The complex components that go into an act must be
Progresls:;su est, along: istinguished in order to understand the kind of acting in concert and acting in accord which
s, 1 wsu. es”g%f residual: g one’s gender invariably is,
k:g " tllac oducts whi “In what senses, then, is gender an act? As anthro
hlstOl’lCZ dp ;e al of critic dies of ritua) social drama, social action requires a performance which is zepeated. This repe-
o }?‘ %orians and vario On is at orice g reenactment and reexperiencing of a set of meanings already socially
> e ct);heori’CS, howeve blished; it is the mundane and ritualized form of their legitimation.” When this concep-
l'he?_e al sedimentation ;'OF social performance js applied to gender, it is clear that although there are individual
Stc:i“c ibe the mundan €s that enact these significations by becoming stylized into gendered modes, this “action”
: i es'(:’led within the fi medjate]y public as well, There are temporal and collective dimensions to these actions,
aintal ' t eir public natyre i not inconsequential; indeed, the performance is effected with the
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pologist Victor Turner suggests in his

imented character of * F aim of maintaining gender within jts binary frame. Understood in pedagogical terms,
henomenological- ; Perlormance renders social laws explicit.

ep d orovides a felict * 2 public action and performative act, gender is not a radical choice or project that
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as some post—structuralist displacements of the subject would contend. The body is not passively
scripted with cultural codes, as if it were a lifeless vecipient of wholly pre-given cultural vela.
tions. But neither do embodied selves pre-exist the cultural conventions which essentially
signmity bodjes. Actors are always alrcady on the stage, within the terms of the performm-lc@'.
Just as a script may be enacted in various ways, and just as the play requires both text and
interpretation, so the gendered body acts its part in a culturally restricted corporeal space
and enacts interpretations within the confines of already existing directives.

Although the links between a theatrical and a social role are complex and the distinctions
not easily drawn (Bruce Wilshire points out the limits of the comparison in Role-Playing and
Identity: The Limits of Theatre as Metaphor'®), it seems clear that, although theatrical perform-
ances can meet with political'censorship and scathing criticism, gender performances i
non-theatrical contexts are govemcd by more clearly punitive and regulatory social conven-
tions. Indeed, the sight of a transvestite onstage can compel pleasure and applause while the
sight of the same transvestite on the seat next to us on the bus can compel fear, rage, even
violence. The conventions which mediate proximity and identification in these two instances
are clearly quite different. 1 want to make two different kinds of claims, regarding this tenta-
tive distinction. In the theatre, one can say, “this is just an act,” and de-realize the act, make
acting into something quite distinct from what is real. Because of this distinction, one can
maintain one’s sense of reality in the face of this temporary challenge to our existing onto-
logical assumptions about gender arrangerents; the various conventions which announce that
“this is only a play” allows strict lines to be drawn between the performance and life. On the
street or in the bus, the act becomes dangerous, if it does, precisely because there are no
theatrical conventions to delimit the purely imaginary character of the act, indeed, on the
street or in the bus, there is no presumption that the act is distinct from a reality; the disqui-
eting effect of the act is that there are no conventions that facilitate making this separation.
Clearly, there is theatre which attempts to contest or, indeed, break down those conventions
that demarcate the imaginary from the real (Richard Schechner brings this out quite clearly
in Between Theatre and Anthropology“). Yet in those casés one confronts the same phenomenon,
namely, that the act is not contrasted with the real, but constitutes a reality that is in some
sense new, a modality of gender that cannot readily be assimilated into the pre-existing cate-
gories that regulate gender reality. From the point of view of those established categorics,
one may want to claim, but oh, this is really a girl or a woman, or this is really a boy or
man, and further that the appearance contradicts the reality of the gender, that the discrete
and familiar reality must be there, nascent, temporarily unrealized, perhaps realized at other
times or other places. The transvestite, however, can do more than simply express the distine-
tion between sex and gender, but challenges, at least implicitly, the distinction between
appearance and reality that structures a good deal of popular thinking about gender jdentity.
If the “reality” of gender is constituted by the performance itself, then there is no recourse
to an essential and unrealized “sex” or “gender” which gender performances ostensibly cxpress
Indeed, the transvestite’s gender is as fully real as anyone whose performance complics with

social expectations.

Gender reality is performative which means, quite simply, that it is real only to the extent
that it is performed. It seems fair to say that certain kinds of acts are usually interpretet ¥
expressive of a gender core or identity, and that these acts either conform to an L‘.NPCCMI
gender identity or contest that expectation in some way. That expectation, in turn, i hasct
upon the perception ol sex, where sex is understood to be the discrete and factic datum U
primary cexual characteristics. This implicit and popular theory of acts and gestures & ; .
sive of gender suggests that gender itsell is something prior to the various acts, postures a

PSR
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dy is not passively gestures by which it is dramatized and known; indeed, gender appears to the popular imag-
3b0- ¥ Jtural rela. ination as a substantial core which might well be understood as the spiritual or psychological
e-gven Cﬁl zsentiall' correlate of biological sex.'? If gender attributes, however, are not expressive but performa-
ons whic ; rmanc e) tive, then these attributes effectively constitute the identity they are said to express or reveal,
3 Of_ the E e;hotext anci The distinction between expression and performativeness is quite crucial, for if gender attrib-
equires bo al space utes and acts, the various ways in which a body shows or produces its cultural signification,
ijd;esd corporeat sp are performative, then there is no preexisting identity by which an act or attribute might be
ives.

ax.and the distinctions
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measured; there would be no true o false, real or distorted acts of gender, and the postu-
lation of a true gender identity would be revealed as a regulatory fiction. That gender reality
is created through sustained social performances means that the very notions of an essential
sex, a true or abiding masculinity or femininity, are also constituted as part of the strategy -
by which the performative aspect of gender is concealed,

As a consequence, gender cannot be understood as a role which either expresses or dis-
guises an interior “self,” whether that “sell” is conceived as sexed or not. As performance
which is performative, gender is an “act,” broadly construed, which constructs the social
fiction of its own psychological interiority. As opposed to a view such as Erving Goffman’s
which posits a self which assumes and exchanges various “roles” within the complex social
expectations of the “game” of modern life,'3 ¥ am suggesting that this self is not only irre-

trievably “outside,” constituted in social discourse, but that the ascription of interiority is itse]f

- hich announce that a publically regulated and sanctioned form of essence fabrication. Genders, then, can be neither
as whic E:il'f On the tree nor false, neither real nor apparent. And yet, one is compelled to live in a world in
menes - hl e;e are no | hich genders constitute univocal signifiers, in which gender is stabilized, polarized, rendered
becaUS'G 5 eg on the screte and intractable. In effect, gender is made to comply with a model of truth and
he act, " -eeth,e disqui Isity which not only contradicts its own performative fluidity, but serves a social policy of
om a reality; i nder regulation and control. Performing one’s gender wrong initiates a set of punish-

gs this out quife clearI'
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¢ - Feminist theory: beyond an expressive model of gender
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few of gender does not pose as a comprehensive theory about what gender is or the
1er of jts construction, and neither does it prescribe an explicit feminist political program.

hen there is no recod ' %:le; Some of. my friends may fault me for' thi.s and insist th.atlal?y theo‘ry of gender
ostensibly €xp : ltton has political presuppositions and implications, and that it is Impossible to separ-
1ances complies : eory of gender from a political philosophy of feminism. In fact, I would agree, and
wformance atit is primarily political interests which create the social phenomena of gender itself
is veal only to thee , t Wl'_thout.a radical critique of gender constitution feminist theory fails to take stock
e ually interpr® : Yay in which Oppression structures the ontological categories through which gender is
aZZnI}ZI‘m to an exp : -‘_7"3(]- Gayatri Spivak has argued that feminists need to rely.on an operational essen-

ectation, in turm =
.crete and factic A3%5
acts and gestures
sarious acts, Pos

Ontology of women as a universal in order to advance a feminist political
he knows that the category of “women” is not fully expressive, that the mult-
1§00nt'inuity of the referent mocks and rebels against the univocity of the sign,
1t could be used for 'strategic purposes. Kristeva suggests something similar,
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