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BODIES THAT MATTER 

Judith Butler 

Why should our bodies end at the skin, or include at best other beings 
encapsulated by skin? (Donna Haraway, A Manifesto for Cyborgs) 

Ifone really thinks about the body as such, there is no possible outline of the 
body as such. There are thinkings of the systematicity of the body, there are 
value codings of the body. The body, as such, cannot be thought, and I 
certainly cannot approach it. (Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 'In a Word', 
interview with Ellen Rooney) 

There is no nature, only the effects of nature: denaturalization or 
naturalization. (Jacques Derrida, Donner Ie Temps) 

( 

Is there a way to link the question of the materiality of the body to the 
performativity of gender? And how does the category of 'sex' figure within 
such a relationship? Consider first that sexual difference is often invoked as an 
issue of material differences. Sexual difference, however, is never simply a 
function of material differences which are not in some way both marked and 
formed by discursive practices. Further, to claim that sexual differences are I 

indissociable from discursive demarcations is not the same as claiming that o 
diSc~)Urse causes sexual difference.\The category of 'sex' is, from the start, 

""",,../I.-'·Y\ J 
~~t is what Foucault has called a 'regulatory id~al'. In this sense, then, 
~.nul,only functions as a norm, but is part of a regulat~!y"'pra~t 
prod~sesi!!~..hm:lj~sit go"erns, that is, whose regulatory force is made clear as a 
[{md of productive power, the power t<?pr::oclll<,;e.:- demarcate, circulate, 
diff~!~ntiate - the bodies it cont[;;is~'--rhlts, 'sex' is a regulatory ideal ";h~se 
materialization is compelled, and this materialization takes place {or fails to 

Fmm: J. Butler, Bodies that Matter, New York: Routledge, 1993. 
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take place) through certain highly regulated practices. In other words, 'sex' -is an 
ideal construct which is forcibly materialized through time. It is not a simple 
fact or static condition of a body, but a process whereby regulatory norms 
materialize 'sex' and achieve this materialization through a forcible reiteration 
of those norms. That this reiteration is necessary is a sign that materialization is 
never quite comp!ete~'that bodies never quite comply with the norms by . 
their materialization is impelled. Indeed, it is the instabilities, the possibilitie'S'" 

rematerialization, opened up by this process that mark one domain in which 
the force of the regulatory law can be turned against itself to spawn rearticula_ 
tions that call into question the hegemonic force of that very regulatory law. 

But how, then, docs the notion of gender performativity relate to this 
conception of materialization? In the first instancet performativity .must be 
understood not as a singular or deliberate 'act', but, ~~ther, as the reitera~i;~-
and-cltational practice by which discourse produces theeHects that it nam;; 
What will, I hope, become dear in what follows is that the regulatory norms' of 

. ,\ 'sex' work in a performative fashion to constitute the materiality of bodies and, 
more specifically, to materialize the body's sex, to materialize sexual difference 
in the service of the consolidation of the heteros~~ual imperative.

In this sense, what constitutes the fixity of the body, its COntours, its 
movements, will be fully material, but I1!~w~ri.<!liw wilLbereJhpught as the 
effect of p()\'ier, as pOV\ler's.most producti~e,effect, And there will be no way t~' 
understand 'gender' as a cultural construct which is imposed upon the surface 
of matter, understood either as 'the body' or its given sex. Rather, once 'sex' 
itself is understood in its normativity, the materiality of the body will not be 
thinkable apart from the materialization of that regulatory norm. 'Sex' is, 
not simply what one has, or a static description of what one is: it will be one of 
the norms by which the 'one' becomes viable'lltaH, that whi~h~ifi~;,~])o=4i
for life within the domain of cultural intelligibility.r--
'A:istake in such a reformulation of the rn:lteriJ.lir), of bodies will be the 

following: (1) the recasting of the /l].1:' _, ot bodies as the eited ,1 dynamic of 
power, such that the rna tter "t ~odies will be indissocidLlc: from the I Lb~: )ry 
norms that govern their ,naterialization and the signification of th, lt"rial 
effects; (2) the ':,lderstanding of performativity not as the act by whle. 
subject br:;,gs into being what shclhe names, but, rather, as that reiterative 
pl)\\cr of discourse to produce the phenomena that it regulates and constrains; 
(3) the construal of 'sex' no longer as a bodily given on which the construct 
gender is artificially imposed, but as a cultural' norm which governs the 
materialization of bodies; (4) a rethinking o(.the process by which a bodily 
norm is assumed, appropriated, ta~Q.£.l__:lf.!.!£.t}.§lrKtlY..?peaking, undergone 
by a sub;ect.~~:rather that the subject, th£!.~~'!hI!gl'....j~JQrmed..b¥-v.i.rtue::OL 
having g..o..ne thr9ughsuch a process ofas~umi!1ga sex; and (5) a linking of this 
p?oce~~ of 'assumin'g; ~'~ex~~th 'th~q~estion of identification, and with the 
discursive means by which the heterosexual imperative enables certain sexed 
identifications and forecloses and/or disavows other identifications, This 

BODIES THAT MATTER 

exclusionary matrix by which subjects are formed thus requires the simulta
neous production of a domain of abject beings, those who are not yet 'subjects', 
but who form the constitutive outside to the domain of the subject. The abject5, ~~ 
designates here precisely those 'unlivable' and 'uninhabitable' zones of social 

. ,
\ . 

life which are nevertheless densely populated by those who do not enjoy the 
statuS of the subject, but whose living under the sign of the 'unlivable' is l, 
required to circumscribe the domain of the subject. This,zone of uninhabit- ,/ 
ability will constitute the defining limit of the subject's domain; it will 
co~stitute that site of dreaded identification against' which - and by virtue 
ofwhich the dOIl1<lil!..gLJh~_~ll~iect will circumscribe its own claim to 
autonomya~;:lto --iife. In this sense, th~f1, the subject is constituted through 
tn'efoc~e' ~)f exclusion and abjection, one which produces a constitutive outside 
to the subject, an abjected outside, which is, after all, 'inside' the subject as its 

own founding repudiation. 
The forming of a subject requires an identification with the normative 

phantasm of 'sex', and this identification takes place through a repudiation 
which produces a domain of abjection, a repudiation without which the subject 
cannot emerge. This is a repudiation which creates the valence of 'abjection' 
and its status for the subject as a threatening spectre. Further, the materializa
tion of a gi ven sex will centrally concern the regulation of identificatory 
practices such that the identification with the abjection of sex will be persis
tently disavowed. And yet, this disavowed abjection will threaten to expose the 
self-grounding presumptions of the sexed subject, grounded as that subject is in 
a repudiation whose consequences it cannot fully control. The task will be to 
consider this threat and disruption not as a permanent contestation of social \"

{-- ;' 

norms condemned to the pathos of perpetual failure, but rather as a critical 
resource in the struggle to rearticulate the very terms of symbolic legitimacy 

and intelligibility. 
l.astly, the mobilization of the categories of sex within political discourse 

will be haunted in some ways by the very instabilities that the categories 
effectively produce and foreclose. Although the political discourses that 
mobilize identity categories tend to cultivate identifications in the service of 
a pol itical goal, it may be that the persistence of disidentification is equally 
crucial to the [earticulation of democratic contestation. Indeed, it may be 
precisely througl; practices which underscore disidentification with those 
regulatory norms by which sexual difference is materialized that both feminist 
and queer politics are mobilized. Such collective disidentifications can facilitate 
a reconceptualization of which bodies matter, and which bodies are yet to 

emerge as critical matters of concern. 

FROM CONSTRUCTION TO MATERIALIZATION 

The relation bet\yeen culture and nature presupposed by some models of 
gender 'con§.tfucti9f1' implies a culture or an agency of the social which acts 
upon a !lat~J)w~ic~is itsel.fpresupposed as a passive surface, outside the 
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social and yet its necessary counterpart. One question that feminists have 
raised, then, is whether the discourse which figures the action of construction 
as a kind of imprinting or imposition is not tacitly masculinist, whereas the 

of the passive awaiting that penetrating act whereby meaning is 
endowed, is not tacitly or perhaps quite obviously feminine. Is sex to gender 
as feminine is to masculine?3 

Other feminist scholars have argued that the very concept of nature needs to 
rethought, for the concept of nature has a history, and the figuring of nature as 
the blank and lifeless page, as that which is, as it were, always already dead, is 
decidedly modern, linked perhaps to the emergence of technological means of 
domination. Indeed, some have argued that a rethinking of 'nature' as a set of 
dynamic interrelations suits both feminist and ecological aims (and has for 
some produced an otherwise unlikely alliance with the work of Gilles Deleuze). 
This rethinking also calls into question the model of construction whereby the 
social unilaterally acts on the natural and invests it with its parameters and its 
meanings. Indeed, as much as the radical distinction between sex and gender 
has been crucial to the de of feminism, it has come under 
criticism in more recent the natural as that which is 'before' 
intelligibility, in need of the mark, if not the mar, of the social to signify, to be 
known, to acquire value. This misses the point that nature has a history, and 
n?t:r!erelya $ocial one, but, sex"is positionea ajnblgtiQ\l~y:i~-~~iatI(:;-l}_ 
to that concept and its history. The concept of-'sex' is itself troubled terrain, 
formed through a series of contestations over what ought to be 
criterion for distinguishing between the two sexes; the concept of sex has a 
history that is covered over by the figure of the site or surface of inscription. 
Figured as such a site or surface, the natural is construed as that 
which is also without value; moreover, it assumes its value at the same tllne 
that it assumes its social that at tbe same time that nature 

itself as the natural. to tbis view, then, the Sf'd.l! 

construction of the natural pre~upr()' ,ue: cancellation of the natural 
the social. Insofar as it rd" ,.In this the sex/gender distinction 
founders along pan ~!~; fines; if is the soc., I ~ivnifi,"..l.._~ hat ,ex 

') assumes wid:;,. a given culture and for the sake ot ,lrgumcnr W(' will let 
'soci.1 I' and 'cultural' stand in an uneasy - rhen whar, if 

is left of 'sex' once it has assumed its social character as gender? At 
issue is the meaning of 
into a more elevated 

that sex assumes, then sex does not accrue social 
is the social 

it takes on; sex is relinquished in the course of that assumption, and gender 
emerges, not as a term in a continued relationship of opposition to sex, but as 
the term which absorbs and displaces 'sex', the mark of its full substantiation 
into gender or what, from a materialist point of view, might constitute a full 
desubstantiation. 

BODIES THAT MATTER 

When the sex/gender distinction is joined with a notion of radical linguistic 
the problem becomes even worse, for the 'sex' which is referred 

to as prior to gender will itself be a postulation, a construction, offered within 
language, as that which is prior to language, prior to construction. But this sex 
posited as prior to construction will, by virtue of being posited, become the 
cffect of that very positing, the construction of,construction. If gender is the' 
social construction of sex, and if there is no access to this 'sex' except by means 

-'Iof its construction, then it appears not only that sex is absorbed by gender, but 
that 'sex' becomes something like a fiction, perhaps a fantasy, retroactively 
installed at a prelinguistic site to which there is no direct access. 

But it is right to claim that 'sex' vanishes altogether, that it is a fiction over and 
against what is true, that it is a fantasy over and against what is reality? Or do 
these very oppositions need to be rethought such that if 'sex' is a fiction, it is one 
within whose necessities we live, without which life itself would be unthinka ble? 
And if 'sex' is a fantasy, is it perhaps a phantasmatic field that constitutes the 
very terrain of cultural intelligibility? Would such a rethinking of such conven
tional oppositions entail a rethinking of 'constructivism' in its usual sense? 

[ •.. J 

What I would propose in place of these of construction is are
~~~.!.~_I!()tiQfto[I!!<l~teiJ not as site or but a~a.pro~ofmater.iilU:._ 
zatian that stabilizes aver tIme ta afbaundary, fixity, and 

w 

su"rltice ive call m,;tter. That matter is h~s, I thi~k, to be 
tlloiighi in'~eiation to the productive indeed, materializing effects of 
regulatory power in the Foucaultian sense. Thus, the question is no longer, 
How is gender constituted as and through a certain interpretation of sex? (a 
question that leaves the 'matter' of sex untheorized), but 
reglll~tm:y"no.rJ1lS is sex itself mater@!jzed?_And how is it that 

of sex as a given presupposes and consolidates the normative con
ditions of its own emergence? 

is neither a act nor a causal process 
in a set of fixed effects. Construction 

which 

in the very process of repetition, the power 

\ 
f\ C 

{.l, J ~ 

undoes the very effects by which IS stabilized, the possibility to put the 
consolidation of the norms of 'sex' into ;1 potentially productive crisis. 6 

Ceriiin formulations of the radical constructivist position appear almost 
compulsively to produce a moment of recurrent exasperation, for it seems that 
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when the constructivist is construed as a linguistic idealist, the constructivist 

In philosopi1!<:~aLterms, the 

to materialize that sex? 
- one which 

be 'signalled' in a much 

. 

inevitable practice of sig

this 

.. 
the very discourse 

erasing; it can 

is produced 

Accorcling to 

'coded' 

normative force and, indeed, some violence, for it can construct only through' 

refutes the reality of bodies, the relevance of science, the alleged facts of birth bound a thing only through enforcing a certain criterion, a 

aging, illnes§,_ aruLde.;:gh. The critic might also suspect the constructivist of ~ of selectivity. 

certain \~9inatophobia nd seek assurances that this abstracted theorist will What will and will not be included within the boundaries of 'sex' will be set 

admit that t ere are, minimally, sexually differentiated parts, activities, capa by a more or less tacit operation of exclusion. If we call into question the fixity 

cities, hormonal and chromosomal differences that can be conceded without of the structuralist law that divides and bounds the 'sexes' by virtue of their 

reference to 'construction'. Although at this mOment I want to offer an absol. dyadic differentiation within the~ei,!()s~_x_\:!aL~;lt_rix" it will be from the 

ute reassurance to my interlocutor, some anxiety prevails. To 'concede' the exterior regions of that boundary (not from a 'position', but from the dis

undeniability of 'sex' or its 'materiality' is always to concede some version of cursive possibilities opened up by the constitutive outside of hegemonic 

'sex', some formation of 'materiality'. Is the discourse in and through which positions), and it will constitute the disruptive return of the excluded from 

that concession occurs - and, yes, that concessionirl"\'.a:r.iably does Occur - not within the very logic of the heterosexual 
itself formative of the very phenomenon -thatTt concedes-?~TocTaim that [...J 

(aiscourse is formative is not to claim that it originates, causes, or exhaustively PERFORMATIVITY AS ClTATIONALlTYi composes that which it concedes; rather, it is to claim that therejs!Joreference 
When, in Lacanian parlance, one is said to assume a 'sex', the grammar of thei to a pure body which is not at the same time a further formation of that bod;'-.
phrase creates the expectation that there is a 'one' who, upon waking, looks up 

, Irlthis sense, the linguistic capacity to refer to sexed bodies is not denied, b~t 
deliberates on which 'sex' it will assume today, a grammar in which

the very meaning of 'referentiality' is altered. 
'assumption' is quickly assimilated to the notion of a highly reflective choice. , constative claim is always to some degree performative.----
But if this 'assumption' is compelled by a regulatory apparatus of heterosexu---I~ relation to sex, then, if one concedes the materiality of sex or of the body, 

one which reiterates itself through the forcible production of 'sex', then 
does that very conceding operate - performatively 

the 'assumption' of sex is constrained from the start. And i~tE~~!§age!!E2'ziti~And further, how is it that the reiterated concession of that sex 
to b~Jound>-~I~c!9l):ically,.in .the possibilitiesopelled up in and by_!h;;t~ 1need not take place in speech or writing bur 
c()nst~ifle.~_<lpp~()priation of the r.egulatory law, by the matcrialization of that. 

more inchoate way - constitutes the sedimcnution and production of that 
-the compulsoryappr'opriation and identlfication with those normativematerial effect? 

The formi~g: cratting, bearing, circulation, signification of that sexed.
The moderate critic might concede that some part of 'sex' is constructed, but 

will not be a set of actions performed in compliance with the law; on the~ome other is certainly not, and then, of course, find him or herself not only 
contrary, th~b~_.iLSeLoL~~ti~ns{(nob;nzed, by the law, the citational

under some obligation to draw the line between what is and is not constructed, 
accumulation and dissimulation of the-la-;rhat-prodUcesm;;:terial effects, the 

but to explain how it is that 'sex' comes in parts whose differentiation is not a 
lived necessity of those effects as well as the lived contestation of that nccessity.

matter of construction. But as that line of demarcation between such ostensible 
Performativity is thus not a singular 'act' for it is always a reiteration of a

parts gets drawn, the 'unconstructed' becomes bounded once again through a 
norm or set of norms, and to the extent that it acquires an act-like status in the 

signifying practice, and the very Rouudarywhich is meaqtlQ_p!otect some part 
present, it conceals or dissimulates theconventlonS of which iris a repetition. 

of sex from the taint ofCo~;tructivism is now defined by the~ilt~:Eb1isC-t;:Gtti:: 
Moreover, this act is not primarily theatrical; indeed, its apparent theatricality" own constructio12:Jls construction something which happen~ to a 

to the extent that its historicity remains dissimulated
made object, a pregiVen thing, and does it happen in degrees? Or arc we per-

conversely, its theatricality gains a certain inevitability given the 
haps referring on both sides of the debate to an 

of a full disclosure of its historicity). Within speech act theory, a performative 
of demarcating and delimiting that to which we then 'refer', such 

is that discursive practice that enacts or produces. that which-it names.?
that our 'references' always presuppose and often conceal 

the biblical rendition of the peaor~~tive, i.e., 'Let there be
delimitation? Indeed, to 'refer' naively or directly to such an 

light', it appears that it is by virtue of the power ofa subject or its will that aobject will aJways requ~r~the prior delimitation oCthe' 
phenomenon is named into being. In a critical reformulation of the performa

as the extra-discursive IS delimited, it is formed 
tive, Dcrrida makes clear that thIS power is not the function of an originating

from which it seeks to free its~If. This delimitation, which often is enacted as an 
but is always derivative: imtheorized presupposition Tn- any act of description, marks a boundary that 

includes and excludes, that decides, as it were, what will and will not be the Could a performative utterance succeed if its formulation did not repeat a 
stuff of the object to which we then refer. This marking off will have some or iterable utterance, or in other words, if the formula I pro-

r 'j 
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nounce in order to open a meeting, launch a ship or a marriage were nOt 
identifiable as conforming with an iterable model, if it were not 
identifiable in some way as a 'citation'? ... in such a typology, 
category of intention will not disappear; it will have its place, but from 
that place it will no longer be able to govern the entire scene and system 
of utterance (l'e'nonciation).8 

To what extent does discourse gain the authority to bring about what it names 
through citing the conventions of authority? And does a subject appear as the 
author of its discursive effects to the extent that the citational practice by which 
helshe is conditioned and mobilized remains unmarked? Indeed, could it be 
that the production of the subject as originator of his/her effects is precisely a 
consequence of this dissimulated citationality? Further, if a subject comes to be 
through a subjection to the norms of sex, a subjection which requires an 
assumption of the norms of sex, can we read that 'assumption' as precisely a 
modality of this kind of citationality? In other words, the norm of sex takes 
hold to the extent that it is 'cited' as such a norm, but it also derives its power 
through the citations that it compels. And how it is that we might read the 
'citing' of the norms of sex as the process of approximating or 'identifying 
with' such norms? 

Further, to what extent within psychoanalysis is the sexed body secured 
.through identificatory practices governed by regulatory schemas? Identifica
tion is used here not as an imitative activity by which a conscious being models 
itself after another; on the contrary, identification i§the .. assimilatiflgJ2assion by 
which an ego first emerges.9 Freud argues that 'the ego is first and fo'~emoi'-t'a 
'Dodl'iyego',ih~t this ego is, further, 'a projection of a surface', 10 what we 
might redescribe as an imaginary morphology. Moreover, I would argue, this 
imaginary morphology is not a presocial or presymbolic operation, but is itself 
orchestrated through regulatory schemas that produce intelligible morpholo
igical possibilities. These regulatory schemas are not timeless structures, but 
I historicallv revisahl" cr~t'::'la ot IOtelilglbllltv which proJucc vanquish 
bodies that matter. 

If the formulation of a bodily ego, a sense of stable contour, and the fixiTlg of 
spatial bound.try is a..:hieved through identificatory practices, and if psyck 
analYSIS documents the hegemonic workings of those identifications, can we 
then read psychoanalysis for the inculcation of the heterosexual matrix at the 
level of bodily morphogenesis? 

[...J 

As a result of the reformulation of performativity, (a) gender performativity 
cannot be theorized apart from the forcible and reiterative practice of regulatory 

, sexual regimes; (b) the account of agency conditioned by those very regimes of 
discourse power cannot be conElated with voluntarism or individualism, 
less with consumerism, and in no way presupposes a choosing subject; (el the 

BODIES THAT MATTER 

regime of heterosexuality operates to circumscribe and contour the 'materiality' 
of sex, and that 'materiality' is formed and sustained through and as a materi
alization of regulatory norms that are in part those of heterosexual hegemony; 
(d) the materialization of norms requires those identificatory processes by which 
nOrIJiS are assumed or appropriated, and these i4entifications precede and 
enab~ !!!e form~ion <.!!3...luilije.ct, but are';;-~t~'~tri~t1y speaking, performed 
by asUbject; and (e) the limits of constructivism are expose.d at those boundaries 
of bodily life where abjected or de legitimated bodies fail to count as 'bodies'. If 
the materiality of sex is demarcated in discourse, then this demarcation will 
produce a domain of excluded and delegitimated 'sex'. Hence, it will be as 
important to thin k about how and to what end bodies are constructed as is it will 
be to think about how and to what end bodies are not constructed and, further, 
to ask after how bodies which fail to materialize provide the necessary 'outside', 
if not the necessary support, for the bodies which, in materializing the norm, 
qualify as bodies that matter. 

How, then, can one think through the matter of bodies as a kind of materiali
zation governed by regulatory norms in order to ascertain the workings of 
heterosexual hegemony in the formation of what qualifies as a viable body? 
How does that materialization of the norm in bodily formation produce a 

domain of abiected bodies, a field of deformation, which, in failing to qualify as 
the fully human, fortifies those regulatory norms? What challenge does that 
excluded and abjected realm produce to a symbolic hegemony that might force a 
radical rearticulation of what qualifies as bodies that matter, ways of living that 
count as 'life', lives worth protecting, lives worth saving, lives ~~~th gneving? 

NOTES 

1. 	 Clearly, sex is not the only such norm by which bodies become materialized, and it is 
unclear whether 'sex' can operate as a norm apart from other normative require
ments on bodies. This will become dear in later sections of this text. 

2. 	 Abjection (in latin, ab-,icere) literally means to cast off, away, or out and, hence, 
presupposes and produces a domain of agency from which it is differentiated. Here 
the casting away resonates with the psychoanalytic notion of Verwerlimg, implying a 
foreclosure which founds the subject and which, accordingly, establishes that 
foundation as tenuous. Whereas the psychoanalytic notion of Verwerfung translated 
as 'foreclosure', produces sociality through a repudiation of a primary signifier 
whic:h produces an unconscious or, in Lacan's theory, the register of the real, the 
notion of abjection designates a degraded or cast out status within the terms of 
sociality. Indeed, what is foreclosed or repudiated within psychoanalytic terms IS 
precisely what may not reenter the field of the social without threatening psychosis, 

(Ithat is, the dissolution of the subject itself. I want to propose that certam abject zonesl 
within sociality also deliver this threat, constituting zones of uninhabitability which 
a subject fantasizes as threatening its own integrity with the prospect of a psychotic 

('[ would ~at?~ die.~h<!!ldo. QLb}:~_thl!tl'). Sec the entry under 'Forclusion' I 

in Jean Laplanche ana J-B. POfltalis, Vocabulaire de la psychanalyse (Paris: Presses .-' 
lInivcrsitaires de France, 1967) pp. 163-7. 

.l. 	 See Sherry Ortner, 'Is Female to Male as Nature IS to Culture?', in Woman, Culture, 
alld Society, Michele Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1974) pp. 67-88. 
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4. Although Foucault distinguishes between juridical and productive models of p~ 
in The History of Sexuality, Volume One, tr. Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage 
1978), I have argued that the two models presuppose each other. The production of ~ 
subject - its subjection (assujetissement) - is one means of its regulation. See my 
'Sexual Inversions', in Domna Stanton, ed., Discourses of Sexuality (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1992), pp. 344-6l. 

5. 	 It is not simply a matter of construing performativity as a repetition of acts, as if 
'acts' remain intact and self-identical as they are repeated in time, and where 'time' is 
understood as external to the 'acts' themselves. On the contrary, an act is itself a 
repetition, a sedimentation, and congealment of the past which is precisely fore
closed in its act-like status. In this sense an 'act' is always_ a_.!2Lo_vj$i.Qnal failure of 
~!!l9.!y. In what follows, I makeuse-Cifi:he"Lacanian notion that every act is t~ 
construed as a repetition, the repetition of what cannot be recollected, of the 
irrecoverable, and is thus the haunting spectre of the subject's deconstitution. The 
Derridean notion of iterability, formulated in response to the theorization of speech 
acts by John Searle and J. L Austin, also implies that every act is itself a recitation 
the citing of a prior chain of acts which are implied in a present act and which 
perpetually drain any 'present' act of its presentness. See note 7 below for the 
difference between a repetition in the service of the fantasy of mastery (i.e., a 
repetition of acts which build the subject, and which are said to be the constructive or 
constituting acts of a subject) and a notion of repetition-compulsion, taken from 
Freud, which breaks apart that fantasy of mastery and sets its limits. 

6. The notion of temporality ought not to be construed as a simple succession of distinct 
'moments' all of which are equally distant from one another. Such a spatialized 
mapping of time substitutes a certain mathematical model for the kind of duration 
which resists such spatializing metaphors. Efforts to describe or name this temporal 
span tend to engage spatial mapping, as philosophers from Bergson through 
Heidegger have argued. Hence, it is important to underscore the effect of sedimenta
tion that the temporality of construction implies. Here what are called 'moments' are 
not distinct and equivalent units of time, for the 'past' will be the accumulation and 
congealing of such 'moments' to the point of their indistinguishability. But it will also 
consist of that which is refused from construction, the domains of the repressed, 
forgotten and the irrecoverably foreclosed_ That which is not included - exteriorized 
by boundary - as a phenomenal constituent of the sedimented effect called 'Ct'" 
struction' will be as crucial to its definition as that which is included; this exteriomy 
" nut di,tii~l·ul,h.lble.J-. , 'moment'. Indeed, the notion of the 'moment' may well be 
r\()til;;~,:; .•tl1<'r tlr.:m a r,': ,nspective fantasy of mathematical mastery imposed Ui ' " 

the interrupted dUJ .1';;'''' of the past. 
To argue that construction i, f'lOdamentally a matter of iteration is to make the 

temporal modality of 'construction' Intu a prlOnty_ T u ~!,,. extent that such ,1 'hef)' 
requires a spatialization of time through the postulation "I :"., ,le ~nll Du" 

moments, this temporal account of construction presupposes a spatidlization or 
temporality itself, what one might, following t leldejSjSCf, understand as the reduction 
of temporality to time. 

The Foucaultian emptlolsis on convergent relatiom of power (which might in a 
tent.Hlve way be contrasted with the Derridean emphasis on itcrabilrty) implies a 
mapping of power relations that in the course of a gl'ne.dogieal process form a 
constructed effect. The notion of convergence presupposes both mouon :lIld space; as 
a result, it appears to elude the paradox noted above in which the very accollnt of 
temporality requires the spatialization of the 'moment'. On the other hand, Fou
cault's account of convergence does not fully theorize what is al work in the 
'movement' by which power and discourse are said to conVl'rjSl'. In a Sl'nse, the 
'mapping' of power does not fully theorize temporality. 

Significantly, the Derridean analysis of iterability is to he distinguished tron! 
simple repetition in which the distances between temporal 'moments' arc trl'ated .IS 
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uniform in their spatial extension. The 'betweenness' that differentiates 'moments' 
of time is not one that can, within Derridean terms, be spatialized or bounded as 
an identifiable object. It is the nonthematizable diffi~rance which erodes and 
contests any and all claims to discrete identity, including the discrete identity of 
the 'moment'. What differentiates moments is not a spatially extended duration, 
for if it were, it would also count as a 'moment', and so fail to account for what 
falls between moments_ This 'entre', that which is at once 'between' and 'outside', 
is something like non-thematizable space and, non-thematizable time as they 
converge. 

Foucault's language of construction includes terms like 'augmentation', 'prolif
eration', and 'convergence', all of which presume a temporal domain not explicitly 
theorized. Part of the problem here is that whereas Foucault appears to want his 
account of genealogical effects to be historically specific, he would favour an 
account of genealogy over a philosophical account of temporality. In 'The Subject 
and Power' (Hubert Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, eds, Michel Foucault: Beyond 
Structuralism and Hermeneutics, Chicago: Northwestern University Press, 1983), 
Foucault refers to 'the diversity of ... logical sequence' that characterises power 
relations. He would doubtless reject the apparent linearity implied by models of 
iterability which link them with the linearity of older models of historical sequence_ 
And yet, we do not receive a specification of 'sequence': Is it the very notion of 
'sequence' that varies historically, or are there configurations of sequence that vary, 
with sequence itself remaining invariant? The specific social formation and figura
tion of temporality is in some ways unattended by both positions. Here one might 
consult the work of Pierre Bourdieu to understand the temporality of social 
construction. 
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eds (Cambridge, Mass_: Harvard University Press, 1955), and Philosophical Papers 
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priority of identification to any libidinal experience, where I would insist that. 
identification is itself a passionate or libidinal assimilation. See also the useful 
distinction between an imitative model and a mimetic model of identification in 
Ruth Leys, 'The Real Miss Beauchamp: Gender and the Subject of Imitation' in 
Judith Butler and Joan Scott, eds, FemInists Theorize the Political (New York: 
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