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Excerpts from ‘Subversive Bodily Acts’

from Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1990)

If the body is not a ‘being,” but a variable boundary, a surface whose permeability
is politically regulated, a signifying practice within a cultural field of gender hierarchy
and compulsory heterosexuality, then what language is left for understanding this
corporeal enactment, gender, that constitutes its ‘interior’ signification on its
surface? Sartre would perhaps have called this act ‘a style of being,” Foucault, ‘a
stylistics of existence.” And in my earlier reading of Beauvior, | 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 condition and limit the possibilities.
Consider gender, for instance, as a corporeal style, an 'act,” as it were, which is
both intentional and performative, 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 cultural survival as its end, the term strategy better suggests the
situation of 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 externalizes 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
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and naturalness. The historical possibilities materialized through various corporeal
styles are nothing other than those punitively regulated cultural fictions alternately
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 number of prevalent and
compelling social fictions, and that this is a sedimentation 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 dramas, the
action of gender requires a performance that is repeated. This repetition is at once
a re-enactment and re-experiencing of a set of meanings already socially established;
and it is the mundane and ritualized form of their legitimation. 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 collective 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 signification, 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 spatial metaphor
of a "ground” will be displaced and revealed as a stylized configuration, indeed, a
gendered corporealization of time. The abiding 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
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that exposes the phantasmatic effect of abiding identity as a politically tenuous
construction.

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 performativeness is crucial. If gender
attributes and acts, the various ways in which a body shows or produces its
cultural signification, are performative, then there is no pre-existing 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 apparent, neither
original nor derived. As credible bearers of those attributes, however, genders can
also be rendered thoroughly and radically incredible.
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