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Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An
Essay on Phenomenology and Feminist Theory
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Abstract: This essay by Judith Butler has become a feminist classic. It combines
a fertile mix of speech—act theory, which views language as performative, creating
events in the world; and phenomenology which sees the body as a historical
idea, not a natural fact, and as a set of possibilities to be continually realized. For
Michel Foucault, the body is the surface upon which the discourses of control
are inscribed. Feminism sees gender as a social construct, interprets the dominant
forms of gender and the conventions behind them, and deconstructs them to
reveal that they are constructed and hence capable of taking on a different form,
creating other kinds of gender than the two dominant ones. Logically this implies
the doing away with the feminine subject and perhaps women’s group solidarity.
Butler however tries to recreate this subject and solidarity on a notably political

basis worthy of discussion.
Keywords: Gender, Sex, Body, Performance, Phenomenology, Feminism.
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Professor in the Department of Comparative Literature and Rhetoric at the University of California, Berkeley. Butler’s

work has been very influential in feminist philosophy.
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Syrian Writer and Translator.
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«Variations on Sex and Gender: Beauvoir’s The Second Sex,» Yale French Studies, no. 172 (1986).
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(4) Maurice Merleau—Ponty, «The Body in its Sexual Being,» in: Colin Smith (trans.), The Phenomenology of Perception
(Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1962).

(5) Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, H. M. Parshley (trans.), (New York :Vintage, 1974), p. 38.
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(8) Michel Foucault ,The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Robert Hurley (trans.), (New York: Random House,
1980), p. 154.
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(9) Claude Levi-Strauss, The Elementary Structures of Kinship (Boston: Beacon Press, 1965).
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(10) Gayle Rubin, «The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy’ of Sex,» in: Rayna R. Reiter (ed.), Toward
an Anthropology of Women (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1975), pp. 178-185.

Sl bl (11)
«Variations on Sex and Gender: Beauvoir, Wittig, and Foucault,» in: Seyla Benhabib & Drucila Cornell (eds.), Feminism
as Critique (London :Basil Blackwell, 1987 [distributed by University of Minnesota Press]).
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(12) See: Victor Turner, Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1974); Clifford Geertz,
«Blurred Genres: The Refiguration of Thought,» in: Local Knowledge, Further Essays in Interpretive Anthropology
(New York: Basic Books, 1983).
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(13) Bruce Wilshire, Role—Playing and Identity: The limits of Theatre as Metaphor (Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1981).

(14) Richard Schechner, Between Theatre and Anthropology (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985),
See especially: «News, Sex and Performance,» pp. 295-324.
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(15) Esther Newton, Mother Camp (Englewood—Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice—Hall, 1974).
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Suzanne J. Kessler & Wendy McKenna, Gender: An Ethnomethodological Approach (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1978).
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(16) See: Erving Goffmann, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Garden City: Doubleday, 1959).



Issue 7/25 aa=ll =
Summer 2018 wun \;2)»-(—
omran

iy Y iy Y ddd 0555 OF 3] sl o) Sas Y e el 3] JISKET e
155 il o3 a3 055 Il 5 Ghom OF ) Jlavas =l BB (05 ey 2,05 Vg
ru:: ).L}J‘ :)T dt};)b \1”.\.9} ‘;A.:ﬁ J;}-;J CKM;M c\l:loj ).\.od\ L@.:ﬁ g)jg:g LL;\M.” %JL}-T
@@@Tr@&‘wabmﬂ@u@@yqy\jw\csuycs,uw
Sl saall n e gormn Gl ¢ bl g o optior ol elsly aans s ) (o Lo lo |
u\ LAJLAAJJ\ Mw\f‘ywﬁéﬁosb‘ d\y@c;‘ﬁ\yoﬂw\r&jwbﬂ
L»;ch«laJ\onld\L@;Cﬁg)\u&ksJ\dM\bj ML@«J\@@)M\QJ.@JJM\JA?W
v.@.wq.@.»j\Q).Aed\@\ﬁjad\v.a‘;;\:\QfeoMJJﬂdﬂj\@M!L@{@@qﬂdM\
Olbs 00 4 ol ydodl Lad> 0L L (6 gime Lo delazn] B e 203 O e 2318 LMo (5 un

91N s I L (peteor o) i) 2lS 5550 Ly Gslazr|

Jaiall $Ru=] @390) Uo Ayl duguuill dypa i)l :tIG

Choas ¥ LT LS by b T sl pa e Jp Aals s el J) 5l da s Y
plsend pas sl )8kl eds 5557 O (g sektay BT Jlodly L Bny o § g Gl sl
e Ospas lia e Bl jan ety 05 AaBlaal Lol Ol 2l e sde 3
e bk e Jomtadl n Oy il 15 Bs SLS13 il 1 5SS 3 s (6N O
é@bi&jj%}&ﬂbc\ﬁy@bid}.%M\wa%w@w&p)w\agﬁ
S (oo A3 093 pr Al (gl Lolona V1 sl 5,8 i Lo oa IV pladl b Al
DS N paall slgaV gy o AV 88 o)l G35 6 & pd) il s OF 2 Y kel
& Sl O ) OF s (63U Gows kil S5l WISy o3y I (o o) 5aiY)
p s S oLl ) s A0 Lo g 5N e 5 ol e B3l pn g e slaze) J]
wujg,um.\wb‘umww«;uw,w\v@@j G 4 Cnlow Gresls
ALY Lpaltuial Saall n O ) 5 oS0 el Olssans L) ons B3lL Ol
sl sl e Gy o colimel e Blon b ] Uiy S 0255 Al
&l iy pellavall ] (or 5) i) Z3LS LIS (6T 2 053 ¢y Sl 8157 Lo ol 4 530
3eoldte ol i g 4 Jail e o 5wl 3 ww\),u,.u sole a1 O Gy mall ey J\:@?JU: (17)
i 5 ol Ul Sl g lSe i g0 8y 5a Il d;#,dlawaﬁ?@yutLu,t@buwu,u
Jolas LS el o Jaladl Ls sl 1 MLWM}d,,ﬁjvbwwutﬁ\m,@muuuuw@y,
(‘.}JM.J\) szxs Ju@ww

(18) See: Michel Foucault’s edition of: Herculine Barbin, The lournals of a Nineteenth Century French Hermaphrodite
(Introduction, Michel Foucault), Richard McDougall (trans.), (New York: Pantheon Books, 1984).
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(20) Julia Kristeva, «Woman Can Never Be Defined,» Marilyn A .August (trans.), in: Elaine Marks & Isabelle de
Courtivron (eds.), New French Feminisms (New York :Schocken, 1981).

(21) Mary Anne Warren, Gendercide: The Implications of Sex Selection (New Jersey: Rowman and Allanheld, 1985).

(22) Ibid.; Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, Alan Sheridan (trans.) (New York: Vintage
Books, 1978).
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