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Handout for Judith Butler’s Bodily Inscriptions, Performative Perversions 
In this chapter Butler explores the concepts of body and gender. She examines the idea of a body/mind divide where one can distinguish clearly between the two, and the mind is superior. This divide is hierarchical in nature and philosophers like Sartre have perpetuated this dualism and the hierarchy with it. Butler criticizes feminist politics for taking for granted the idea of ‘woman’ and the bounded sexed body (Butler 1990, 164-165). 
She questions the idea of stable/predetermined body boundaries and the distinction of interiority and exteriority first by examining other theories on the body. Wittig suggests that the naturalness of sex is established through cultural presumptions (165). Butler follows Douglas’s theory that the body boundaries are formed through taboos, limits made by the socially hegemonic (166-167) and also references Kristeva’s theory of abjection that they form through the expulsion of that which is not socially intelligible and acceptable from within (169-170). For Foucault, the body is a constantly evolving and reinscribed by social and historical discourses and institutional contexts (165-166). Foucault claims that the soul can be read off the surface of the body from actions and that it is the body’s prison as it impels it to act in ways that are deemed proper and normative. These theories inform Butler’s theory of gender performativity (171-172). 
Butler concludes that bodily boundaries are not given but permeable and ‘established’ and ‘tenuously maintained’ in and through practices of ejection (170, 177). Hence, the idea of a stable “true” inner gender core is a   phenomenon constructed through iterative corporeal practices. This illusion is maintained in order to regulate sexuality “within the obligatory frame of reproductive heterosexuality” (173). A false stabilization of gender in the interest of heterosexual regulation of sexuality conceals the gender discontinuities within, the queer and gender non-conforming practices, (172-173). A focus on a seemingly psychological core displaces the political origin of gender (and thereby the possibilities of its transformability) from view (174).
According to Butler then, gender identity is performative. Gender is a disciplinary product made through repeated acts, gestures and desires, which “produce the effect of an internal gender core”. (172-173, 179). Binary gender is therefore a fantasy and the rules surrounding it are socially constructed (173-174). According to Butler a subject performs his/her/their gender according to what society (the heterosexual matrix) establishes as intelligible and livable and is therefore a question of survival within a rigid and potentially deadly system (177-178). One's gender is therefore constructed by bodily acts enforced upon an individual from the moment s/he is assigned a sex. Gender’s construction induces a belief in it, and it is legitimized through public discourse and action (178). However, binary gender norms are inventions, impossible to embody in their entirety (179).
According to Newton, drag is a double inversion, the exterior appears female/male and the interior seems male/female, while at the same time suggesting the exact opposite (174). Butler argues that drag “reveals the imitative structure of gender itself” (175) and parodies not only gender but the very notion of it (175). Drag itself imitates the imitating nature of gender. It is so exaggerated that it denaturalizes gender and points out the performative aspect in the absence of an original it, how constructed it is and how it can be re- and deconstructed (176).
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