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Performativity & Identity (p. 83)

Judith Butler – Her book Gender Trouble shows how gender operated as a regulatory construct that privileges heterosexuality and how the deconstruction of normative models of gender legitimates lesbian and gay subject positions. Butler argues that feminism works against its explicit aims if it takes “women” as its grounding category because the term “women” reproduces normative relations between sex, gender, and desire that naturalize heterosexuality. Butler contests the truth of gender itself saying any commitment to gender identity works against the legitimization of homosexual subjects. She believes gender is a cultural fiction – a series of performative acts. She defines gender as “an ongoing discursive practice open to change”.  Example of the drag queen on page 85 – drag gives us a model for deconstructing those gender roles that we take as natural.

· Performativity is not something a subject does; it’s a process through which the subject is constituted.

· Elizabeth Grosz argues that Performativity should focus on sex, not gender

· All gender is performative


Jagose first explains Butler’s position on gender and what it means to perform gender. Gender to Butler is a “cultural fiction” and a “performative effect of reiterative acts” (84), but society regards gender as something that comes naturally, which Jagose contests. There is no core to human individuals that causes them to “perform” their gender a certain way; on the other hand it is a continual performance, where individuals constantly act out parts. If gender is not natural, then neither is sexuality, and when we examine these identity markers through this lens, the two essentially become “denaturalized” (85). Jagose then moves on to performativity and drag. Though Butler does not see drag as a subversive act, the performance does reinflect and in a way unify the notion of a natural gender—specifically women. 


This “natural” identity is an effect of discourse, and society is made to feel that it is innate, which caused Butler to examine a feminist genealogy and the ways in which women have been “othered.” Butler explains that all “actions, gestures, and desires” are produced on the surface of one’s body. They are physical constructions produced by society, where the individual is the stage for these norms. This fallacy of core identity—whether gender, sexual, racial, etc— continues in order to maintain the binary system that Western society and the hegemony relies on. 


In Butler’s text Bodies that Matter, she focuses on the difference between constitutedness and constraint. Basically, the regularization of the individual and society’s norms constrain the individual, and the repetition of the norms constitute the subject. Performativity, unlike performance, is passive. A subject does not do create actions, but instead the subject is defined by those actions. Butler and Jagose both explain the connection and the influence this can (and probably already has) on sexuality. Gender is sex; both of them rely on each other to “enforce” the other. Drag exemplifies this idea by showing the imitation without an origin or a copy of a copy, since there is no original core. 

Salih discusses Butler’s relationship among other thinkers, especially the continual ones, and her desire to constantly critique in an open-ended way. Butler does not look for truth, but questions. Though, there is one area that Butler rejects—identity categories as “stable, self-evident, or natural” (6). Butler calls individuals “subject-effects,” which means the individual does not naturally perform gender, but that the actor is being performed on. The example Salih gives, is the continual “girling” of the individual. Once an instant is named, the individual becomes constituted as a subject because of that name. We must exceed that name, and expose the norms for what they are—social constructions.


In Bodies that Matter Butler revisits that sex has always been gender. In the fourth chapter she discusses Althusser’s notion of interpellation, like the infant girl, once the subject is named she has been categorized and placed somewhere within the power hierarchy. And then she moves on to discussing the movie, Paris is Burning. These balls, which I found fascinating, illustrate how fake our identity markers are. These men dress up and “act” the part of business men, characters from soap operas, and there ability to “pass” highlights how the “natural” gendered heterosexual subject is completely constructed. They represent the real and the symbolic simultaneously, a “painful coexistence of both” resubordination and insurrection (137).
