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In her book, Judith Butler questions the idea of gender as an essence (whether the person is 

male/female, masculine/feminine). She aims to show that gender is not just a social construct but a 

function, a set of signs that we use like a costume. The disguise is far from an essence; therefore, 

being in “drag” cannot determine gender. According to Butler, non-normative sexual practices prove 

a lack of stability in gender. The first question she raises is: What does a category like “woman” 

include and who decides who is in this category?  This leads to other questions such as: What is 

behind the mask of the accepted and naturalized regime of heterosexuality; how can that regime be 

unmasked; and, if this action is possible, what happens to the subject and gender categories with the 

unmasking? 

The first chapter takes in the observation that it is wrong to seek a universal basis for 

feminism. The author reviews several psychoanalytic and feminist theories and finds that they 

misinform when they refer to “woman” because they presume that gender flows from the biological 

sex and it requires “compulsory heterogeneity.”  She interprets these contributions by following  

Michel Foucault in his argument for a feminist genealogy to “deconstruct the substantive appearance 

of gender into its constitutive acts and locate and account for those acts within the compulsory frames 

set by various forces that police the social appearance of gender.” (44)  According to Butler, the 

exposition of the contingent acts should prepare the way to admit other varied possibilities of gender, 

as opposed to the exclusively binary concept. 
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In chapter two, Butler stipulates that we must think of “woman” as a multiple and 

discontinuous being. She reviews and rejects the “grand narratives” of how woman is formed as a 

unitary category. From her point of view, anthropologists such as Lévi-Strauss have inaccurately 

described the concept of woman as a symbolic token of exchange between groups of men to establish 

bonds among them. Using Irigaray’s discussion of phallogocentrism she criticizes Lévi-Strauss’ 

theory, which states that such bonds appeal to the universal logic which structures human relations.  

The author also turns to psychoanalysis to look at how “woman” is formed among these 

theories. She shows that by following Lacan, for instance, we will find that the subject comes into 

being as the result “of a primary repression of the incestuous pleasures with the (now repressed) 

maternal body.” (57)  According to her, the masculinity/femininity classification loses its ground 

because it is rooted in unresolved homosexual cathexes.  

Drawing on Julia Kristeva’s theory of primary drives, in the third chapter Butler proposes to 

reconceptualize the relationship “between drives, language, and patriarchal prerogative which might 

serve a more effective strategy of subversion.” (103)  The drives in question are libidinal, or prior to 

language and repressed by it, and maternal, or prediscursive to homosexuality. However, she criticizes 

Kristeva’s teleological argument of maternal drives as the reification of paternal law because the latter 

“repudiates female homosexuality” and “denies the varied meanings and possibilities of motherhood 

as a cultural practice.” (112)  

What Butler offers instead is a different perspective: that “identity” is permanently problematic. 

She uses both Foucault’s discussion of the lack of boundaries of the soul, and Mary Douglas’s 

discussion of the boundaries of the body, to clarify her point of view on the performative status of  

gender. That is, parodic performances, such as drag or the stylization of butch and femme, subvert the 
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model of gender and the notion of the true gender. In other words, there is a significant distinction 

between expression and performativeness (not be confused with performance).  

To conclude, Butler explains how practices of parody can serve to reengage gender 

configuration. Such performances expose that gender and compulsory heterogeneity operate through 

repetition. (185)  They uncover the concept that “gender is an ‘act’, as it were, that is open to 

splittings, self-parody, self-criticism, and those hyperbolic exhibitions of ‘the natural’ that, in their 

very exaggeration, reveal its fundamentally phantasmatic status.” (187)  She believes that her 

philosophical findings can help feminist theory in which the movement has stagnated. That theory is 

the very foundational frame in which this movement has been articulated. She discovers the paradox 

that feminism “presumes, fixes, and constrains the very ‘subjects’ that it hopes to represent and 

liberate.” (189)  Once feminists reject the ready-made subjects created by the binary politics of sex and 

gender, new cultural configurations might emerge.  

I find Butler’s text intriguing as it gives critical perspectives on various theories, such as 

Irigaray’s view that the feminine “sex” is a point of linguistic absence. The usual notion is that Irigaray’s 

finding works in support of women’s claims for representation. However, Butler interprets that finding 

as working against feminist interests because “the impossibility of a grammatically denoted substance 

…exposes that substance as an abiding and foundational illusion of a masculinist discourse.” (15) 

The problem with Butler’s text lies in the implementation of her own theory. The practice of 

parody sounds like a promising strategy but the author does not elaborate on its methodology. She limits 

herself to suggesting the fulfillment of the movements which currently exist but are designated as 

culturally unintelligible and impossible.  
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At the end of the book, Butler philosophically foresees that under new circumstances, a new 

configuration of politics could emerge. Hence, new configurations of sex and gender could also come 

into play, although she concludes her theory without identifying the nature of these new identities 
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