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Graduate Reading Questions on Judith Butler, Weeks 9 and 10:

I've provided questions you should use in guiding your reading of the texts on and by Butler that you'll read for the next 2 class periods.  Each of you will take no more than 5 minutes in class to report on your section of the graduate readings.  I don't want a comprehensive coverage of each section, but rather the essentials to contextualize Butler's work for the class, indicating how Butler writes and does theory, what the books Gender Trouble and Bodies That Matter present, and where and how Butler deals with performativity and her subsequent concepts of reiteration and citationality.  You shouldn't duplicate information provided in the Wilchin's and Sullivan's readings.  You may cover the material my questions focus on, but that isn't required.  Remember your audience and that you are helping them understand where what they've read about Butler is positioned in her work (e.g., performativity is only briefly introduced in Gender Trouble and it's in Bodies That Matter that she really tackles it), how her theory has evolved, and any other information that will supplement and enhance their understanding of their readings.  I'd also like you to help out in answering questions in class that the other students have trouble answering, but only after they have tried to answer.    
Week 9 Mar. 11:
Section 1

Salih The Judith Butler Reader, Introduction (1-17)

Salih's introduction to Butler's work in general covers many aspects of Butler's work that we haven't read about or discussed and that we won't be covering in this class.  I'm interested in you identifying what you do understand in Butler's work and descriptions of it.  Use the following questions to help you identify the kinds of things you've been prepared to understand through the course readings up to this point.  

1. How does Salih characterize Butler's way of writing critical theory?  How does Butler defend the lack of "radical accessibility" (1) of her writing? 
2. What does Butler see as the problem with current understandings of what it is to be human, and how does her theorizing counter these understandings?  
3. How is Butler's work open-ended and what is the rationale for this way of theorizing?
4. What are the various aspects of Butler's theorizing of the subject and identity categories?  Explain, for example, what Salih means by characterizing Butler's theorizing of the subject as an ontological sociality (8).  
5. Why does Butler avoid prescribing actions in her work?
Section 2 [some of these included in the undergraduate reading assignment for this week] 
Salih, Introduction “Bodily Inscriptions, Performative Subversions (1990)” (90-94), Preface [to second edition of Gender Trouble] (94-103)
6. What questions continue to structure Butler's work, according to Salih?  

7. What is her focus in Gender Trouble?  What does she call into question and how does she suggest it be dealt with?  

8. How does same-sex desire precede heterosexuality, according to Butler, and how does it threaten heterosexuality?  

9. How does she account for the possibility of agency?  

10. What does Butler have to say about difficulty of her style of writing?  

11. How does Butler interpret gender norms as violent?  

12. What does Butler say continues to concern her most?  

13. For Butler, drag is not an example of performativity, but of what?  

14. In talking about what she would do if she rewrote Gender Trouble, what does Butler say she would cover, what does she hope for, and how does she finish talking about identity categories?
Butler Gender Trouble Preface (pp. ix-xiv)

15. How does Butler recuperate the concept of trouble? 

16. What do the gender categories support? 

17. Note that in this preface Butler asks questions that introduce many of the concepts and issues she will analyze in the book, often as the second of two choices offered; e.g., "Is drag the imitation of gender, or does it dramatize the signifying gestures through which gender itself is established?" (x); "Does being female constitute a 'natural fact' or a cultural performance, or is 'naturalness' constituted through discursively constrained performative acts that produce the body through and within the categories of sex?" (x). 

Section 3
Butler Gender Trouble: 

Ch. 1 “Subjects of Sex/Gender/Desire” (1-9) 


I would expect that you have relatively little difficulty in following Butler's arguments in this chapter where she critiques the categories of women and sex , given our readings on the poststructural critique of identity categories and politics and of the body as a biological given.  This chapter provides a context for situating her work on performativity.
Ch. 3 “Subversive Bodily Acts”: “iv. Bodily Inscriptions, Performative Subversions” (128-141) 


This chapter section should also be relatively easy for you to follow, given our readings on corporeal feminism, social constructionism, the sexing of the body and Wilchin's section on Butler and performativity.  This chapter section is where Butler introduces her theory of performativity.  What are the basic characteristics of gender, then, that Butler emphasizes here? 

Conclusion “From Parody to Politics” (142-49) 


Again, you should be able to follow Butler's arguments with relative ease.  Can you summarize how she ends this chapter, i.e., what kind of politics does she propose feminism engage in?  

Week 10 Mar. 18:
Section 1

Salih The Judith Butler Reader, Introduction [to excerpt from Bodies That Matter (BTM)] (138-143)


As she did in her preface to Gender Trouble (GT), Butler uses a playful tone and plays on words to help us enter into her subject matter.  What does she say this book will deal with?  (Don't forget that she often introduces her ideas in questions.)  How does she say BTM relates to GT?  What does she hope the value of continued misinterpretations of her work will be?  

Section 2
Butler Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex, Preface (ix-xii), Introduction (1-23), 


What are the fundamental concepts and terms Butler analyzes in BTM?  How do the concepts reiteration and citationality extend and revise that of performativity?  How does she account for the materiality of the body?  
Section 3 
Butler Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex, Ch. 4 “Gender is Burning: Questions of Appropriation and Subversion” (121-40) (Undergraduate students will be presenting their expanded analysis of this film, so you should be ready to add to, and not duplicate, what they present.)

How does Butler try to clear up misunderstandings of performativity in GT through her discussion of the film Paris is Burning?  What are the basics of her analysis of the film and bell hooks' critique of the film?  



Week 9 Mar. 11:
Section 1: Jessica
Section 2: Sam
Section 3: Robert

Week 10 Mar. 18:
Section 1: Robert
Section 2: Jessica
Section 3: Sam
