
Interestingly,Wittig suggests a necessary relationship between the
homosexual point of view and that of figurative language, as if to be a
homosexual is to contest the compulsory syntax and semantics that
construct “the real.” Excluded from the real, the homosexual point of
view, if there is one, might well understand the real as constituted
through a set of exclusions, margins that do not appear, absences that
do not figure. What a tragic mistake, then, to construct a gay/lesbian
identity through the same exclusionary means, as if the excluded were
not, precisely through its exclusion, always presupposed and, indeed,
required for the construction of that identity. Such an exclusion, para-
doxically, institutes precisely the relation of radical dependency it
seeks to overcome: Lesbianism would then require heterosexuality.
Lesbianism that defines itself in radical exclusion from heterosexuality
deprives itself of the capacity to resignify the very heterosexual con-
structs by which it is partially and inevitably constituted. As a result,
that lesbian strategy would consolidate compulsory heterosexuality in
its oppressive forms.

The more insidious and effective strategy it seems is a thoroughgo-
ing appropriation and redeployment of the categories of identity
themselves, not merely to contest “sex,” but to articulate the conver-
gence of multiple sexual discourses at the site of “identity” in order to
render that category, in whatever form, permanently problematic.

iv. Bodily  Inscript ions, Performative  Subvers ions

“Garbo ‘got in drag’ whenever she took some heavy glamour part, when-
ever 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
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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 mor-
phology 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 fig-
ured as “external” to that body. Any theory of the culturally construct-
ed 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 dual-
ism for us? What separates off “the body” as indifferent to signification,
and signification itself as the act of a radically disembodied conscious-
ness or, rather, the act that radically disembodies that consciousness? To
what extent is that Cartesian dualism presupposed in phenomenology

Gender Trouble

164



adapted to the structuralist frame in which mind/body is redescribed
as culture/nature? With respect to gender discourse, to what extent
do these problematic dualisms still operate within the very descrip-
tions 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?

Wittig suggests that a culturally specific epistemic a priori estab-
lishes the naturalness 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.”54 The task of genealogy, he claims, is
“to expose a body totally imprinted by history.” His sentence contin-
ues, however, by referring to the goal of “history”—here clearly
understood on the model of Freud’s “civilization”—as the “destruction
of the body” (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 perpet-
ual disintegration” (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 subjec-
tion 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 (150). This is not the modus
vivendi of one kind of history rather than another, but is, for Foucault,
“history” (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]” (153), he nevertheless points to the
constancy of cultural inscription as a “single drama” that acts on the
body. If the creation of values, that historical mode of signification,
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requires the destruction of the body, much as the instrument of tor-
ture 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 val-
ues 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 operates as essential to the task of genealogy as he
defines it, the distinction itself is precluded as an object of genealogical
investigation. Occasionally in his analysis of Herculine, Foucault sub-
scribes 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, under-
stood 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 signify-
ing 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’s 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 trans-

gressions have as their main function to impose system on an inher-

ently 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.55

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 cultural 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 dis-
tinctions become malleable or proliferate beyond the binary frame.
Her analysis, however, 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 systemically signified by taboos and antici-
pated 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 hegemonic. 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 pol-

lution 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.56
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In a sense, Simon Watney has identified the contemporary con-
struction of “the polluting person” as the person with AIDS in his
Policing Desire:AIDS, Pornography, and the Media.57 Not only is the illness
figured as the “gay disease,” but throughout the media’s hysterical and
homophobic response to the illness there is a tactical construction of a
continuity between the polluted status of the homosexual by virtue of
the boundary-trespass that is homosexuality and the disease as a specif-
ic modality of homosexual pollution. That the disease is transmitted
through the exchange of bodily fluids suggests within the sensationalist
graphics of homophobic signifying systems the dangers that permeable
bodily boundaries present to the social order as such. Douglas remarks
that “the body is a model that can stand for any bounded system. Its
boundaries can represent any boundaries which are threatened or pre-
carious.”58 And she asks a question which one might have expected to
read in Foucault: “Why should bodily margins be thought to be specifi-
cally invested with power and danger?”59

Douglas suggests that all social systems are vulnerable at their
margins, and that all margins are accordingly considered dangerous.
If the body is synecdochal for the social system per se or a site in which
open systems converge, then any kind of unregulated permeabil-
ity constitutes a site of pollution and endangerment. Since anal and
oral sex among men clearly establishes certain kinds of bodily per-
meabilities unsanctioned by the hegemonic order, male homosex-
uality would, within such a hegemonic point of view, constitute a 
site of danger and pollution, prior to and regardless of the cultural
presence of AIDS. Similarly, the “polluted” status of lesbians, regardless
of their low-risk status with respect to AIDS, brings into relief 
the dangers of their bodily exchanges. Significantly, being “outside”
the hegemonic order does not signify being “in” a state of filthy 
and untidy nature. Paradoxically, homosexuality is almost always
conceived within the homophobic signifying economy as both uncivi-
lized and unnatural.
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The construction of stable bodily contours relies upon fixed sites
of corporeal permeability and impermeability. Those sexual practices
in both homosexual and heterosexual contexts that open surfaces and
orifices to erotic signification or close down others effectively rein-
scribe the boundaries of the body along new cultural lines. Anal sex
among men is an example, as is the radical re-membering of the body
in Wittig’s The Lesbian Body. Douglas alludes to “a kind of sex pollution
which expresses a desire to keep the body (physical and social)
intact,”60 suggesting that the naturalized notion of “the” body is itself a
consequence of taboos that render that body discrete by virtue of its
stable boundaries. Further, the rites of passage that govern various
bodily orifices presuppose a heterosexual construction of gendered
exchange, positions, and erotic possibilities. The deregulation of such
exchanges accordingly disrupts the very boundaries that determine
what it is to be a body at all. Indeed, the critical inquiry that traces the
regulatory practices within which bodily contours are constructed
constitutes precisely the genealogy of “the body” in its discreteness that
might further radicalize Foucault’s theory.61

Significantly, Kristeva’s discussion of abjection in Powers of Horror
begins to suggest the uses of this structuralist notion of a boundary-
constituting taboo for the purposes of constructing a discrete subject
through exclusion.62 The “abject” designates that which has been
expelled from the body, discharged as excrement, literally rendered
“Other.”This appears as an expulsion of alien elements, but the alien is
effectively established through this expulsion.The construction of the
“not-me” as the abject establishes the boundaries of the body which
are also the first contours of the subject. Kristeva writes:

nausea makes me balk at that milk cream, separates me from the

mother and father who proffer it. “I” want none of that element, sign

of their desire; “I” do not want to listen, “I” do not assimilate it, “I”

expel it. But since the food is not an “other” for “me,” who am only in
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their desire, I expel myself, I spit myself out, I abject myself within the

same motion through which “I” claim to establish myself.63

The boundary of the body as well as the distinction between inter-
nal and external is established through the ejection and transvaluation
of something originally part of identity into a defiling otherness. As
Iris Young has suggested in her use of Kristeva to understand sexism,
homophobia, and racism, the repudiation of bodies for their sex, sexu-
ality, and/or color is an “expulsion” followed by a “repulsion” that
founds and consolidates culturally hegemonic identities along
sex/race/sexuality axes of differentiation.64 Young’s appropriation of
Kristeva shows how the operation of repulsion can consolidate “identi-
ties” founded on the instituting of the “Other” or a set of Others
through exclusion and domination.What constitutes through division
the “inner” and “outer” worlds of the subject is a border and boundary
tenuously maintained for the purposes of social regulation and con-
trol. The boundary between the inner and outer is confounded by
those excremental passages in which the inner effectively becomes
outer, and this excreting function becomes, as it were, the model by
which other forms of identity-differentiation are accomplished. In
effect, this is the mode by which Others become shit. For inner and
outer worlds to remain utterly distinct, the entire surface of the body
would have to achieve an impossible impermeability.This sealing of its
surfaces would constitute the seamless boundary of the subject; but
this enclosure would invariably be exploded by precisely that excre-
mental filth that it fears.

Regardless of the compelling metaphors of the spatial distinctions
of inner and outer, they remain linguistic terms that facilitate and artic-
ulate a set of fantasies, feared and desired. “Inner” and “outer” make
sense only with reference to a mediating boundary that strives for sta-
bility. 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 distinc-
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tion that stabilizes and consolidates the coherent subject. When that
subject is challenged, the meaning and necessity of the terms are sub-
ject to displacement. If the “inner world” no longer designates a topos,
then the internal fixity of the self and, indeed, the internal locale of
gender identity, become similarly suspect. The critical question is not
how did that identity become internalized? 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” fig-
ured? 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 internaliza-
tion as it operates in the service of the disciplinary regime of the sub-
jection and subjectivation of criminals.65 Although Foucault objected
to what he understood to be the psychoanalytic 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 produced 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:
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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 per-

manently around, on, within, the body by the functioning of a power

that is exercised on those that are punished. (my emphasis)66

The figure of the interior soul understood as “within” the body is signi-
fied 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 dis-
places 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 impris-
oned by or within the body, as some Christian imagery would suggest,
but “the soul is the prison of the body.”67

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 that generates the corporeal styliza-
tion of gender, the fantasied and fantastic figuration of the body? We
have already considered the incest taboo and the prior taboo against
homosexuality as the generative moments of gender identity, the pro-
hibitions that produce identity along the culturally intelligible grids of
an idealized and compulsory heterosexuality.That disciplinary produc-
tion 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 gen-
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der discontinuities that run rampant within heterosexual, bisexual,
and gay and lesbian contexts in which gender does not necessarily fol-
low from sex, and desire, or sexuality generally, does not seem to fol-
low from gender—indeed, where none of these dimensions of
significant corporeality express or reflect one another.When the disor-
ganization and disaggregation of the field of bodies disrupt the regula-
tory 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 that disguises itself as a developmental law reg-
ulating the sexual field that it purports to describe.

According to the understanding of identification as an enacted fan-
tasy or incorporation, however, it is clear that coherence is desired,
wished for, idealized, and that this idealization is an effect of a corpore-
al 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 sug-
gests 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 fan-
tasy 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 enact-
ed 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 heterosex-
uality. If the “cause” of desire, gesture, and act can be localized within
the “self ” of the actor, then the political regulations and disciplinary
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practices which produce that ostensibly coherent gender are effective-
ly displaced from view. The displacement of a political and discursive
origin of gender identity onto a psychological “core” precludes 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 fab-
ricating mechanisms through which the social construction of gender
takes place.68 I would suggest as well that drag fully subverts the dis-
tinction 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, “appear-

ance 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 masculine but my

essence ‘inside’ [myself] is feminine.”69

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

The notion of an original or primary gender identity is often paro-
died within the cultural practices of drag, cross-dressing, and the sexu-
al 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 appro-
priation of sex-role stereotyping from within the practice of hetero-

Gender Trouble

174



sexuality, especially in the case of butch/femme lesbian identities. But
the relation 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 identifica-
tion—that is, the original meanings accorded to gender—and subse-
quent 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 perfor-
mance, 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 as a unity through the regulatory fiction of
heterosexual coherence. In imitating gender, drag implicitly reveals the imita-
tive 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 radi-
cal contingency in the relation between sex and gender in the face of cul-
tural 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
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more precise, it is a production which, in effect—that is, in its
effect—postures as an imitation. This perpetual displacement consti-
tutes a fluidity of identities that suggests an openness to resignification
and recontextualization; parodic proliferation deprives hegemonic cul-
ture 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 nev-
ertheless denaturalized and mobilized through their parodic recontex-
tualization. As imitations which effectively 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.

According to Fredric Jameson’s “Postmodernism and Consumer
Society,” the imitation that mocks the notion of an original is charac-
teristic of pastiche rather than parody:

Pastiche is, like parody, the imitation of a peculiar or unique style, the

wearing of a stylistic mask, speech in a dead language: but it is a neutral

practice of mimicry, without parody’s ulterior motive, without the

satirical impulse, without laughter, without that still latent feeling that

there exists something normal compared to which what is being imitat-

ed is rather comic. Pastiche is blank parody, parody that has lost it

humor.70

The loss of the sense of “the normal,” however, can be its own occasion
for laughter, especially when “the normal,” “the original” is revealed to
be a copy, and an inevitably failed one, an ideal that no one can embody.
In this sense, laughter emerges in the realization that all along the orig-
inal was derived.

Parody by itself is not subversive, and there must be a way to under-
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stand what makes certain kinds of parodic repetitions effectively dis-
ruptive, truly troubling, and which repetitions become domesticated
and recirculated as instruments of cultural hegemony. A typology of
actions would clearly not suffice, for parodic displacement, indeed, par-
odic laughter, depends on a context and reception in which subversive
confusions can be fostered. What performance where will invert the
inner/outer distinction and compel a radical rethinking of the psycho-
logical presuppositions of gender identity and sexuality? What perfor-
mance where will compel a reconsideration of the place and stability of
the masculine and the feminine? And what kind of gender performance
will enact and reveal the performativity of gender itself in a way that
destabilizes the naturalized categories of identity and desire.

If the body is not a “being,” but a variable boundary, a surface whose
permeability is politically regulated, a signifying practice within a cul-
tural field of gender hierarchy and compulsory heterosexuality, then
what language is left for understanding this corporeal enactment, gen-
der, that constitutes its “interior” signification on its surface? Sartre
would perhaps have called this act “a style of being,” Foucault, “a stylis-
tics of existence.” And in my earlier reading of Beauvoir, I suggest 
that gendered bodies are so many “styles of the flesh.” These styles all
never fully self-styled, for styles have a history, and those histories con-
dition and limit the possibilities. Consider gender, for instance, as a
corporeal style, an “act,” as it were, which is both intentional and per-
formative, where “performative” suggests a dramatic and contingent
construction of meaning.

Wittig understands gender as the workings of “sex,” where “sex” is
an obligatory injunction for the body to become a cultural sign, to
materialize itself in obedience to a historically delimited possibility, and
to do this, not once or twice, but as a sustained and repeated corporeal
project. The notion of a “project,” however, suggests the originating
force of a radical will, and because gender is a project which has cultur-
al survival as its end, the term strategy better suggests the situation of
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duress under which gender performance always and variously occurs.
Hence, as a strategy of survival within compulsory systems, gender is a
performance with clearly punitive consequences. Discrete genders are
part of what “humanizes” individuals within contemporary culture;
indeed, we regularly punish those who fail to do their gender right.
Because there is neither an “essence” that gender expresses or external-
izes nor an objective ideal to which gender aspires, and because gender
is not a fact, the various acts of gender create the idea of gender, and
without those acts, there would be no gender at all. Gender is, thus, a
construction that regularly conceals its genesis; the tacit collective
agreement to perform, produce, and sustain discrete and polar genders
as cultural fictions is obscured by the credibility of those productions—
and the punishments that attend not agreeing to believe in them; the
construction “compels” our belief in its necessity and naturalness. The
historical possibilities materialized through various corporeal styles are
nothing other than those punitively regulated cultural fictions alter-
nately embodied and deflected under duress.

Consider that a sedimentation of gender norms produces the
peculiar phenomenon of a “natural sex” or a “real woman” or any num-
ber of prevalent and compelling social fictions, and that this is a sedi-
mentation that over time has produced a set of corporeal styles which,
in reified form, appear as the natural configuration of bodies into sexes
existing in a binary relation to one another. If these styles are enacted,
and if they produce the coherent gendered subjects who pose as their
originators, what kind of performance might reveal this ostensible
“cause” to be an “effect”?

In what senses, then, is gender an act? As in other ritual social dra-
mas, the action of gender requires a performance that is repeated. This
repetition is at once a reenactment and reexperiencing of a set of
meanings already socially established; and it is the mundane and ritual-
ized form of their legitimation.71 Although there are individual bodies
that enact these significations by becoming stylized into gendered
modes, this “action” is a public action. There are temporal and collec-
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tive dimensions to these actions, and their public character is not
inconsequential; indeed, the performance is effected with the strategic
aim of maintaining gender within its binary frame—an aim that cannot
be attributed to a subject, but, rather, must be understood to found
and consolidate the subject.

Gender ought not to be construed as a stable identity or locus of
agency from which various acts follow; rather, gender is an identity
tenuously constituted in time, instituted in an exterior space through a
stylized repetition of acts. The effect of gender is produced through the
stylization of the body and, hence, must be understood as the mundane
way in which bodily gestures, movements, and styles of various kinds
constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self. This formulation
moves the conception of gender off the ground of a substantial model
of identity to one that requires a conception of gender as a constituted
social temporality. Significantly, if gender is instituted through acts
which are internally discontinuous, then the appearance of substance is
precisely that, a constructed identity, a performative accomplishment
which the mundane social audience, including the actors themselves,
come to believe and to perform in the mode of belief. Gender is also a
norm that can never be fully internalized; “the internal” is a surface sig-
nification, and gender norms are finally phantasmatic, impossible to
embody. If the ground of gender identity is the stylized repetition of
acts through time and not a seemingly seamless identity, then the spa-
tial metaphor of a “ground” will be displaced and revealed as a stylized
configuration, indeed, a gendered corporealization of time. The abid-
ing gendered self will then be shown to be structured by repeated acts
that seek to approximate the ideal of a substantial ground of identity,
but which, in their occasional discontinuity, reveal the temporal and
contingent groundlessness of this “ground.”The possibilities of gender
transformation are to be found precisely in the arbitrary relation
between such acts, in the possibility of a failure to repeat, a de-formity,
or a parodic repetition that exposes the phantasmatic effect of abiding
identity as a politically tenuous construction.

Subversive Bodily Acts

179

Sabrina




If gender attributes, however, are not expressive but performative,
then these attributes effectively constitute the identity they are said to
express or reveal. The distinction between expression and performa-
tiveness is crucial. If gender attributes and acts, the various ways in
which a body shows or produces its cultural signification, are perfor-
mative, then there is no preexisting identity by which an act or
attribute might be measured; there would be no true or false, real or
distorted acts of gender, and the postulation 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 and a true or abiding masculinity or femininity are also
constituted as part of the strategy that conceals gender’s performative
character and the performative possibilities for proliferating gender
configurations outside the restricting frames of masculinist domination
and compulsory heterosexuality.

Genders can be neither true nor false, neither real nor appar-
ent, neither original nor derived. As credible bearers of those attribut-
es, however, genders can also be rendered thoroughly and radically
incredible.
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