Contingent ontologies

Sex, gender and ‘woman’ in
Simone de Beauvoir and Judith Butler

STELLA SANDFORD

The pre-eminent place of Simone de Beauvoir’s The
Second Sex in the development of gender theory and
feminist philosophy is undeniable. References to The
Second Sex in historical and theoretical work in gender
theory appear as if obligatory, not only because of the
immense debt which many feminist scholars feel they
owe de Beauvoir personally, but also because of the
recognition that it was in great part The Second Sex
that made gender theory itself possible. The use of
the word ‘gender’ to refer to socio-cultural forms of
identity, or to culturally and institutionally normative
sets of rules governing patterns of behaviour, did not
appear in English until the 1960s. No French word
appears in The Second Sex which could neatly and
unproblematically be translated as ‘gender’ with these
particular meanings. Still, one sentence in The Second
Sex is taken to be epochal: ‘On ne nait pas femme:
on le devient’; ‘One is not born, but rather becomes,
a woman.! That quotation is rarely continued. But
de Beauvoir goes on: ‘No biological, psychical, or
economic fate determines the figure that the female
human being presents in society; it is civilization
as a whole that produces this creature, intermedi-
ate between male and eunuch, which is described as
feminine.” On the one side, then, the human female,
an apparently biological category; on the other, this
biological category figured in society, a production of
civilization described as ‘feminine’. In other words, it
would appear, the Anglophone sex/gender distinction
avant la lettre.?

For some, it was the sex/gender distinction that
allowed second-wave feminism to get off the ground,
and few feminist scholars would disagree on the
fact, if not the nature, of its historical importance.
More recently, dating perhaps from the mid-1980s,

a concerted critique of the sex/gender distinction has
not mitigated this sense of historical importance, or
even historical necessity. But developments in femi-
nist theory — in particular the claims being made on
behalf of various feminisms of difference — and the
coming into being of queer theory have contributed
to a certain relegation of the sex/gender distinction
to the past.* Thus, while it is probably the case that a
notion of gender, understood as a predominantly social
category in opposition to the biological category of
sex, is still the main theoretical tool in most feminist
scholarship and in feminist-led discussions of social
policy, the association of de Beauvoir with the sex/
gender distinction assigns The Second Sex the same
fate as the distinction itself: historically important and
interesting, the sex/gender distinction and The Second
Sex are seen as being of only limited contemporary
theoretical relevance.

This article attempts to locate the significance of
The Second Sex in the here and now, rather than in
the historical past. To this end, Judith Butler’s various
readings of de Beauvoir can be seen as exemplary
of a certain misreading. From an initially enthu-
siastic account of de Beauvoir, Butler has moved
to an increasingly critical (but always ambiguous)
position based on de Beauvoir’s purported theoreti-
cal reliance on the sex/gender distinction. But what
if there is no such distinction in The Second Sex?
And what are the consequences of, and reasons for,
Butler’s reading one into it? Following these ques-
tions through, The Second Sex may be read in such
a way as to provide grounds for a critique of Butler’s
own theoretical position on the ontological status of
sex, gender and the body in her work of the Gender
Trouble period, and shed light on what is, I will
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argue, the radicalized form of ontology at work in
her later writings.

Sex/gender: same difference

Although Butler usually refers to de Beauvoir as a
sex/gender feminist (that is, a feminist who subscribes
to the theoretical distinction between sex and gender),
in an early essay from 1986, ‘Variations on Sex and
Gender’, Butler offers a sympathetic reading of de
Beauvoir as having already moved beyond the dis-
tinction. In a characteristic move, Butler isolates one
sentence and meditates on its assumptions and contra-
dictions before drawing out of it a conclusion which
need not previously have been evident and which
might, indeed, run counter to accepted interpretations.
‘One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman’: at
first sight this is, Butler says, a dislocation of gender
from sex, a recognition that being born with a certain
chromosomal or genital configuration does not dictate
how these facts of biology, the fact of biological sex
difference, will be interpreted in the human world and
thus how one’s sex will be lived as gender — where
gender is not a thing that I have or which I appropri-
ate but a complex set of cultural norms and values in
which I always already find myself and others situated.
‘Becoming’, Butler suggests, is best understood as
something like ‘existing’ in the transitive sense: ‘No
longer understood as a product of cultural and psychic
relations long past, gender is a contemporary way of
organizing past and future cultural norms, an active
style of living one’s body in the world.* In other
words ‘gender’ is the cultural interpretation of ‘sex’,
and ‘sex’ (how one is born) does not determine this
interpretation in any significant way, although this
latter is the presumption of certain naturalistic and
biologistic discourses which utilize the sex/gender
distinction.

This appears to be consistent with de Beauvoir’s
more general assumption that biological givens are in
themselves meaningless, and that ‘the body’, therefore,
is lived as always already culturally interpreted. But
if this is the case, in what sense, Butler asks, is de
Beauvoir justified in referring to the natural fact of
sex at all?

If we accept the body as a cultural situation, then
the notion of a natural body and, indeed, a natu-

ral ‘sex’ seem increasingly suspect. The limits to
gender, the range of possibilities for a lived interpre-
tation of a sexually differentiated anatomy, seem
less restricted by anatomy than by the weight of the
cultural institutions that have conventionally inter-
preted anatomy.’

The natural body or a natural sex would in fact be
cultural inscriptions, and hence not ‘natural’ at all.
Accordingly, de Beauvoir’s theory, ostensibly premis-
sed on a sex/gender distinction, would rather seem
implicitly to ask, Butler says, ‘whether sex was not
gender all along’.% And since it is Butler’s Foucauldian
position that sex has no more ontological substantiality
than gender, Butler’s essay would also seem implicitly
to ask whether de Beauvoir was not Butler all along.
In the later work Bodies That Matter, Butler’s
position is less sympathetic to de Beauvoir. Recent
rethinkings of the concept of nature, Butler says, and
in particular the revelation of the cultural history of
this concept, have ‘call[ed] into question the model
of construction whereby the social unilaterally acts
on the natural and invests it with its parameters and
meanings.” In so far as the ‘radical distinction between
sex and gender has been crucial to the de Beauvoirian
version of feminism’, and in so far as this distinction
replicates the nature/culture distinction now under
criticism, this version of feminism will also be called
into question.” In fact, in an echo of her earlier essay,
Butler’s suggestion is that the sex/gender distinction,
in so far as the second term is the social construal
of the first, calls itself into question. If gender is the
cultural interpretation of sex, ‘what, if anything, is
left of “sex” once it has assumed its social character
of gender?’®
The point may be illustrated with reference to de
Beauvoir. The first chapter of Part I of The Second Sex,
‘The Data [Les données] of Biology’, is extraordinary
reading for a feminist today. One reads, as elsewhere in
The Second Sex, that ‘the individuality of the female
is opposed to the interests of the species; it is as if
she were possessed by foreign forces — alienated.’
‘From puberty to menopause woman is the theatre of
a play that unfolds within her and in which she is not
personally concerned.”” Menstruation, in particular, is
described in detail, and I give just a taste of it here:
Blood pressure rises ... the pulse rate and often the
temperature are increased, so that fever is frequent
. swelling of the liver, retention of urea, and
albuminuria; many subjects have ... sore throat
and difficulties with hearing and sight ..., glan-
dular instability brings on a pronounced nervous
instability. The central nervous system is affected,
with frequent headache, and the sympathetic system
[digestion, growth, circulation etc.] is overactive;
unconscious control through the central system
is reduced, freeing convulsive reflexes and com-
plexes and leading to a marked capriciousness of
disposition. The woman is more emotional, more

nervous, and more irritable than usual, and may
manifest serious psychic disturbance.'®
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Ladies

This description of menstruation reads like the symp-

toms of a poisoning; one half expects de Beauvoir to
conclude that it often leads to death. But there is a
strategic element here. De Beauvoir seems to want to
reveal every possible biological weakness in the female
only so she can then declare that these ‘facts’, which
cannot be denied, have in themselves no significance.'
The facts (givens, data; les données) of biology, she
says, take on the values that the existent bestows upon
them."? It is a short step, then, to the questioning
of these ‘facts’ themselves, as de Beauvoir herself
appears to acknowledge at the end of The Second
Sex in the chapter on ‘The Independent Woman’. ‘It
is difficult to determine’, she says, ‘to what extent
woman’s physical constitution handicaps her ... I am
convinced that the greater part of the discomforts and
maladies that overburden woman are due to psychic
causes, as gynaecologists, indeed, have told me.’'* The
‘facts of biology’, then, would emerge only as already
culturally interpreted, such that one such fact, the fact
of one’s sex, ‘natural sex’, will turn out to have been
gender all along.

Butler’s theoretical statement of this position, as
outlined in the first chapter of Gender Trouble, is
that ‘sex’, the presumption of binary sex difference,
is an effect ‘of the apparatus of cultural construction
designated by gender’.'* Moreover, ‘sex’ is an effect
of gender that becomes reified in such a manner as to
present itself precisely not as effect but as the cause
of gender, as the more or less determining natural
fact that works to stabilize, in the sense of justify and
uphold, the very gender configurations from which
it emerges. Sex then appears, Butler contends, as a
substance, in the traditional philosophical sense of the

word. A substance would be an abiding essence, the
mark of a self-identity which would wholly determine

o

what one ‘is’. In line with a certain Heideggerian
tendency in postwar French philosophy, Butler then
makes no distinction between this ‘metaphysics of
substance’ and the more general notion of an ontol-
ogy. She speaks of ‘men’ and ‘women’ as ‘ostensible
categories of ontology’, and of the ‘various reifications
of gender’ that have constituted the ‘contingent ontolo-
gies’ of (gender) identity.!> Effectively, Butler opposes
‘ontology’ to ‘effect’, in the sense that an ontological
understanding of gender identity is taken to be a falsely
essentializing one, whereas a recognition of gender
identity as effect is a recognition of its constructedness
and of the possibility of its openness to change.

As the wording of these last remarks shows, it
is, according to Butler, not just ‘sex’ which becomes
falsely ontologized, reified, substantialized, but ‘gender’
or ‘gender identity’ too. Indeed Gender Trouble is
described at one point as ‘a genealogy of gender ontol-
ogy’, or ‘an investigation that maps out the political
parameters of [the] construction [of gender] in the
mode of ontology’.!® Furthermore, Butler’s notion of
‘the body’ is analytically indistinguishable from that
of sex or gender. ‘The body’, she says (in inverted
commas) is itself a construction: ‘Bodies cannot be
said to have a signifiable existence prior to the mark
of their gender.” This is a radicalized expression of the
idea that there is no ‘natural body’. The ontological
status of the body is, accordingly, as contrived as that
of gender or sex: ‘That the gendered body is performa-
tive suggests that it has no ontological status apart from

the various acts which constitute its reality.’!’



In “Variations on Sex and Gender’ Butler credits
de Beauvoir with a theory in which sex was already
gender, but only because she makes de Beauvoir
already a Butlerian thinker. That essay is really (and
why not?) a meditation on what it means for Butler to
say that one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman;
not what it means for de Beauvoir to have said this in
the context of the other seven hundred or so pages of
The Second Sex. In Gender Trouble Butler’s position
on de Beauvoir is more ambiguous. To the extent that
‘there is something right in Beauvoir’s claim that one
is not born, but rather becomes a woman’, Butler reads
‘woman’ as ‘a term in process, a becoming’; that she
then immediately identifies with ‘gender’, according
to the sense in which she understands that word. This
is even clearer later on, where the slippage between
‘woman’ and ‘gender’ is completely unmarked: ‘Beau-
voir, of course, meant merely to suggest that the cat-
egory of women is a variable cultural accomplishment,
a set of meanings that are taken up within a cultural
field, and that no one is born with a gender — gender
is always acquired.'® This theory implies, Butler says,
radical consequences which de Beauvoir herself did
not entertain; that is, it implies the disintegration of the
sex/gender distinction, although de Beauvoir herself
seems to Butler to retain it:

de Beauvoir was willing to affirm that one is born
with a sex, as a sex, sexed, and that being sexed
and being human are coextensive and simultaneous.
... But sex does not cause gender, and gender can-
not be understood to reflect or express sex; indeed
for de Beauvoir sex is immutably factic, but gender
acquired, and whereas sex cannot be changed — or
so she thought — gender is the variable cultural con-
struction of sex, the myriad and open possibilities of
cultural meaning occasioned by a sexed body."”

By the time of Bodies That Matter, however, de Beau-
voir has become for Butler not just any old sex/gender
feminist, but the eponymous sex/gender feminist, in
so far as she gives her name to a version of feminism
— Beauvoirian feminism — that is more or less defined
by its dependency on the distinction.?’

Woman: the excluded middle

Yet is there a sex/gender distinction in The Second Sex
and if not, what is there? The assumption that there is
such a distinction comes from the interpretation and
translation of certain terms into recognisable categories
of second-wave Anglophone feminism. In The Second
Sex one finds the words sexe (obviously), la femme or
les femmes (woman, or women), la féminité (feminin-
ity, a noun), féminin’/féminine (an adjective) and la
femelle, or les femelles (the female, or females), also

femelle as an adjective, often with the word humaine
— that is, in phrases such as ‘the human female’. De
Beauvoir will also often refer to the irreducible duality
of sex difference, the undeniable fact that there are
two sexes (even though, note, she is not unaware of
the phenomenon of intersex?'). It seems plausible,
then, to interpret this sex difference, the fact of the
division of human beings (and other animals) into mdle
et femelle, as the ‘sex’ of the sex/gender distinction.
In the Introduction, in some very gratifyingly arch
paragraphs, de Beauvoir mocks the idea that ‘feminin-
ity’ is in danger:

All agree in recognizing the fact that females exist
in the human species; today, as always, they make
up about one half of humanity. And yet we are told
that femininity is in danger; we are exhorted to be
women, remain women, become women. It would
appear, then, that every female human being is

not necessarily a woman; to be so considered she
must share in that mysterious and threatened reality
which is femininity.??

Both the idea of ‘femininity’, then, and the idea
of ‘woman’ would seem to refer to something like
‘gender’, in contradistinction to ‘the female’ as ‘sex’.
‘Femininity’ as gender is perhaps obvious, but being
a ‘woman’ less so to the Anglophone ear, which tends
to associate this with sex. However, if ‘One is not
born, rather one becomes, a woman’, it must carry the
signification of gender. One is born sexed female, then,
and one becomes a woman, one becomes feminine, et
voila, the sex/gender distinction.

It is also the case, however, that for de Beauvoir
women are said to be women ‘in virtue of their physi-
ological structure’,?® and she often enough speaks of
the duality of the sexes in the same breath as men and
women for it to be problematic to think of ‘woman’
wholly in terms of the English word ‘gender’. And,
one might point out, that while Simone de Beauvoir
‘became’ a woman, Jean-Paul Sartre did not; nor
without surgical and/or chemical intervention was he
likely to. Becoming a woman, in 1949 at least, isn’t
something unconnected to being a female.

My suggestion is that the notion of ‘woman’ in
The Second Sex is not simply translatable into the
category of ‘gender’, indeed that it cuts across or
problematizes the traditional sex/gender distinction.?*
In the Anglophone world The Second Sex suffers from
its reduction to one sentence: ‘One is not born, but
rather becomes, a woman’. Transposed into the idiom
of post-1960s’ Anglophone feminism, a feminism
dominated at the theoretical level by sociology and
political theory (which is no bad thing), the sentence
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no longer carries with it the philosophical position
from which it arises. Her perspective is, de Beauvoir
says, that of ‘existentialist ethics’,*> and from this
perspective what it is to be a woman is not assumed
but investigated as a mode of being-in-the-world. What
de Beauvoir takes to be distinctive about this approach
is its attempt to grasp man, as she says, ‘in the total
perspective of his existence’.?® The first part of The
Second Sex deals critically with biologism, psycho-
analysis and historical materialism precisely because
each attempts to understand the human being, or the
human female in particular, from a limited perspective.
Without rejecting the insights of the biological sci-
ences, of psychoanalysis and of historical materialism,
their contributions to an understanding of the human
being will, de Beauvoir says, be placed within the
context of man’s [sic] total existence; they will be
considered as resting on an underlying ‘existentialist
foundation that alone enables us to understand in its
unity that particular form of being which we call a
human life’.?’

Fifty years later, readers may well find the ideas of
‘a total perspective’ and the ‘unity’ of a life phantas-
matic, utopian or worse. But let us not leap to con-
clusions. For the most basic existential assumption,
which is the basis of the total perspective, is that any
good definition of the human being is most importantly
a purely formal statement of a condition or a structure
that in fact resists all definitions which would be
decided or closed: ‘when we have to do with a being
whose nature is transcendent action’, de Beauvoir says,
‘we can never close the books’.2® As a human existent,
there is no truth of what a woman is, because, de
Beauvoir says, ‘an existent is nothing other than what
he [sic] does’.? There is no substantive content to any
good definition of the human being, either masculine
or feminine, because the human being is not defined
by any essence.

The metaphysical presuppositions of this position
are called ‘freedom’ and (its correlate) ‘facticity’.
What de Beauvoir often describes as the ‘ambiguity’,

sometimes even ‘tragic ambiguity’,*

of human exist-
ence is the paradoxical relation between these two:
being both free to make oneself what one is and yet
factically bound in ways which impede this freedom
(a position, note, which distinguishes her philosophic-
ally from Sartre). At the same time facticity is, if
you like, the material upon which freedom works,
the dependency according to which independence is
defined. De Beauvoir says: ‘humanity is something
more than a mere species: it is a historical develop-
ment; it is to be defined by the manner in which it
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deals with its natural, fixed characteristics, its facticity
lelle se définit par la maniére dont elle assume la
facticité naturelle].”® The facticity of the body cannot
be separated out from the situation in which that body
is interpreted and lived, and the situation includes non-
material elements such as the dynamics of an erotic
relation, ideological conditions and representations,
and one’s ‘relation to the world’,3?> which might include
moods and attitudes, for example. More specifically,
it is the ‘total situation’ which defines what it is to
be a woman and, note, which appears to exclude
certain human females from this definition. Reading
an Anglophone sex/gender distinction into The Second
Sex, however, Butler interprets de Beauvoir’s continu-
ing to speak of ‘the facts of biology’ as the residue of
a Cartesian dualism, in which talk of the ‘fact’ of sex
difference translates into the (illegitimate) positing of
the metaphysical substance of ‘sex’, a positing which
is contradicted or undermined by what is theoretically
necessitated elsewhere. 33

Genre trouble

Butler seems to be compelled, then, to interpret de
Beauvoir as at once consonant and dissonant with her
own theory of gender. These interpretations always
turn on de Beauvoir’s relation — negative or positive
— to the sex/gender distinction. When de Beauvoir is
seen as having overcome the distinction — as recog-
nizing that sex was gender all along — Butler approves.
When, on the other hand, The Second Sex is read as
based on or otherwise committed to some version of
that distinction, Butler distances herself theoretically
from it. The one reference to de Beauvoir in Bodies
That Matter, for example, refers not to the woman
or her work but to a genre named after her — ‘the
de Beauvoirian version of feminism’ — to which the
‘radical distinction between sex and gender’ is said
to be ‘crucial’.3*

If, however, as I have suggested, there is no clean
sex/gender distinction in The Second Sex, Butler’s
insistence on reading it into the book needs to be
explained. In one sense, it reveals that it is less de
Beauvoir than Butler herself who cannot exorcise the
ghost of this distinction, despite the radical impli-
cations of her own gender theory. Furthermore, its
spectral presence in Butler’s text — even if only in
the mode of its being disavowed — exerts a significant
effect on what is, I would argue, the more important
distinction in Gender Trouble between the ontologi-
cal and the performative. Butler argues, recall, that
‘sex’, when posited as a prediscursive given, is to be
understood as ‘the effect of the apparatus of cultural



construction designated by gender’.?®

‘Sex’, that is, is
produced as an effect which dissembles its constructed
status and masquerades as the ground upon which all
constructions of gender are then built, as a founda-
tional ontological category. As effect, however, sex
(and also ‘the body’) is precisely the effect of gender

as performative,

performative in the sense that the essence or identity
that [it] otherwise purport[s] to express [that is, sex
and ‘the body’] are fabrications manufactured and
sustained through corporeal signs and other discur-
sive means. That the gendered body is performative
suggests that it has no ontological status apart from
the various acts which constitute its reality.?®

Thus, as sex will turn out to have been (the effect of)
gender all along, so ontology will turn out to have
been (the effect of) performativity.

Perhaps because of the dissolution of the sex/gender
distinction in Gender Trouble, Butler will also refer to
the restrictive fixity of gender categories as ‘ostensible
categories of ontology’.’’ Here the phrase ‘gender
categories’ refers to what, in a previous sentence,
Butler calls, in inverted commas, ‘men’ and ‘women’.
Later on, as well, the idea of ‘gender as substance’
is equated with ‘the viability of man and woman as
nouns’.*® In Gender Trouble the ‘constructed character
of sex and gender’ is also expressed as the denial of
the ‘being’ of sex and gender: ‘The presumption here
is that the “being” of gender is an effect, an object of
a genealogical investigation that maps out the political
parameters of its [gender’s] construction in the mode
of ontology.” ‘[S]ex’, Butler says, ‘will be shown to
be a performatively enacted signification (and hence
not “to be”)’.% As gender performatively constitutes
as effect the identity which it is only mistakenly said
to be, Butler opposes the ‘effect’ (of performativity)
to ‘ontology’, but only in order to collapse this dis-
tinction in the same way as the sex/gender distinction
was undone. An ‘effect’ is precisely an effect of
signification, that is, an effect in and of a discursive
epistemic field that remains open so long as it is not
allowed to congeal into the false self-identity of an
apparently ontological category. Ontology, Butler says,
in the last paragraphs of Gender Trouble, is ‘not a
foundation, but a normative injunction that operates
insidiously by installing itself into political discourse
as its necessary ground’. Accordingly, Gender Trouble
is not just ‘a genealogy of gender ontology’,*® but a
genealogy of ontology itself — that is, an attempt to
demonstrate that ontology was effect all along. The
radical conclusion must be that ‘being’ itself is an
effect of discourse.

It is possible that the reason why Butler reaches this
idealist conclusion has to do with the origins of the
idea of the performative in the purely linguistic analy-
ses of J.L. Austin. As the speech act is the model for
all performative acts in Gender Trouble, Butler is led,
or slips, from a semantic to an ontological nominalism,
which, in its latter guise, entails the idealist conclusion.
This actually plays itself out as a slippage between
epistemological and ontological claims. The model of
the performative speech act provides Butler with the
idea that saying something is at the same time doing
something, and this very quickly seems to become the
idea that what naming or positing something does is
to bring that thing into being. In a move akin to the
nominalist claim that, for example, a posited universal
has no (real) existence outside of or prior to its being
named or posited, Butler seems to suggest that ‘sex’
or ‘the body’, posited as prediscursive, is in fact an
effect of the discourse which posits it, or, as she also
says, ‘discursive formation[s]”.*! That which is posited
as prediscursive, precisely because it is posited, in fact
belongs to the order of discourse, and cannot be said
to exist prior to or outside of it. Sex (‘prediscursive
anatomical facticity™?) belongs in fact to the order of
language and culture where gender is usually located;
this is the sense, then, in which sex will turn out to
have been gender all along.

If this argument works at all, it is as an epistemo-
logical claim about the knowability of certain things.
In the most straightforward sense this means that the
sex/gender distinction breaks down through its own
epistemic absurdity. If sex is only known through its
linguistic/cultural articulation as gender, it must be, in
itself, unknowable. Gender is the transcendental con-
dition for sex, and sex in itself, thought of as outside
of, or prior to, these conditions, is a metaphysical
presupposition akin to a noumenal object, something
in which we no longer believe. At first sight, this looks
like (and works successfully as) a form of Kantian
transcendentalism which aims to dispel a certain dia-
lectical illusion (specifically, the dialectical illusion of
or stemming from the assumption of the metaphysical
substantiality of ‘sex’). Butler herself would no doubt
object to both the ‘epistemological’ reading and the
comparison with Kant. In Gender Trouble she makes a
distinction between analyses in terms of epistemology
and ‘signifying practices’. ¥* The idea of ‘signifying
practices’ is taken to be one which refuses the subject/
object dichotomy on which ‘epistemology’ is said to be
based. This is, however, a restricted understanding of
epistemology which one need not necessarily follow.
As well as the various contemporary epistemological
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discourses — feminist and otherwise — one could cite
Kant (or at least a certain reading of Kant’s notion
of the transcendental unity of apperception) as an
example which begins with a problematization of the
subject/object dichotomy.

Accordingly, consider the following claim:

‘the body’ is itself a construction, as are the myriad
‘bodies’ that constitute the domain of gendered
subjects. Bodies cannot be said to have a signifiable
existence prior to the mark of their gender; the
question then emerges: To what extent does the
body come into being in and through the mark(s) of
gender?*

If we take ‘signifiable existence’ to mean something
like ‘identifiable essence’, and ‘the mark of gender’ to
be one of its transcendental conditions for knowability,
then no noumenal essence is identifiable without these
conditions, and as an epistemological claim this is
not outrageous. As it stands it is something like the
ontological agnosticism which Kant, when he is most
‘Kantian’, tries to maintain with the ultimately ‘prob-
lematic’ status of the noumenon in the Critique of
Pure Reason. ‘Problematic judgments’, Kant tells us,
‘are those in which affirmation or negation is taken
as merely possible (optional)’. The concept of the
noumenon is similarly ‘problematic’ as, although its
objective reality may not in any way be known, the
concept is in itself not contradictory: ‘the concept of
a noumenon is problematic, that is, it is the represen-
tation of a thing of which we can neither say that it is
possible nor that it is impossible’.*> Kant then associ-
ates the problematic concept with the quasi-necessity
of the ‘as if’, the ‘heuristic fictions’ of the concepts
of reason,*® the unthinkable unconditioned totality
of conditions. It is not idle to wonder whether the
notion of ‘matter’, as deconstructed in Butler’s later
work, may not enjoy the same status and the same
conceptual quasi-necessity. This may be no more than
the admission that ‘pure’ epistemological discourses,
free of any ontological assumptions, are not possible.
Butler’s critique of Kant in Bodies That Matter would
of course make her balk at this suggested connection.
That critique, however, is based on the presumption
of a distinction in Kant between the phenomenon and
the noumenon where the latter is understood in its
‘positive’ sense,*” whereas Kant himself inclines more
to the ‘negative’ sense of the noumenon, as the above
quotations show. ‘Kantian’, then, is not necessarily
a critical adjective (if you will pardon the pun), and
epistemology need not be a demonized discourse. The
theoretical problems arise, though, when Butler takes
this (as I see it) epistemological thesis to dissolve the
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validity of any possible ontological claim, or, rather,
violates a Kantian ontological agnosticism (which,
nevertheless, doesn’t deny the conceptual necessity of
some sort of ontological assumption, even if it is ‘as
if”) by seeming to make negative ontological claims.
Thus, despite the fact that the claim that the very being
of the body — its ontological modality — is conditioned
in and through the mark of gender is coherent and, to
my mind, plausible, as an existential ontological claim,
it is not one that Butler would allow, because for her
ontology is a necessarily essentialist discourse.

De Beauvoir’s thesis on the other hand, was from
the very beginning not epistemological but existential.
Her claim is not that ‘the facts of biology’ are in
themselves unknowable outside of the discursive limits
of their performative articulation as, say, femininity,
but that ‘the facts of biology’ are only interesting to
the human being in so far as they are lived or ‘existed’
in the total, concrete existential situation in which, and
only in which, they are meaningful designations of
the being of being-human. The important difference
is that the being-always-already-interpreted of ‘the
facts of biology’ does not, for de Beauvoir, entail
the dissolution of their ontological status, and this is
because hers is precisely an existential — that is, a
non-essentialist — ontology.

The dissolution of the sex/gender distinction
— effectively, the dissolution of sex into gender — in
Butler’s Gender Trouble parallels the dissolution of
the ontology/performativity distinction — effectively,
the dissolution of ontology into performativity — or
the dissolution of ‘being’ into ‘effect’. The Second
Sex, on the other hand, is inconceivable without de
Beauvoir’s continued attachment to a notion of ‘being’
irreducible to epistemic or performative effect. And
although Butler may interpret this as a residual essen-
tialism, apparently manifested in the maintenance of
the ‘sex’ of the sex/gender distinction, for de Beauvoir
herself there is no necessity for ‘being’ to congeal
into essence and pose itself as foundational. On the
contrary, the whole argument of The Second Sex is
the denial of this necessity and the exposure as false
of all and any attempts to essentialize ‘being’ when it
is the being of being-human that is under considera-
tion. In the Introduction to Book Two (mysteriously
placed before Book One in the English translation)

de Beauvoir says:

When I use the words woman or feminine 1 obvi-
ously refer to no archetype, no changeless essence
whatever; the reader must understand the phrase
‘in the present state of education and custom’ after



most of my statements. It is not our concern here
to proclaim eternal verities, but rather to describe
the common basis that underlies every individual
feminine existence.*®

The Second Sex describes the being of being a
woman, in so far as this mode of being is one that
is prescribed by the total situation of certain human
beings in the contingent, historical, socio-cultural
circumstances of mid-twentieth-century Europe. The
most obvious objection to this would be the obser-
vation that women’s lives are by no means homo-
genous, and that the idea of ‘being a woman’ refers
to a false unity of experience. But de Beauvoir would
not disagree. De Beauvoir’s whole point is that the
injunction ‘to be women, remain women, become

women’ is the attempt to impose an artificial essenti-

ality on to the lives of human beings whose essence is,
on the contrary, existence. For both de Beauvoir and
Butler, then, it is the metaphysical substantialization
of this mysterious thing, ‘woman’ or ‘femininity’, that
constitutes the object of critical investigation, with the
aim of its dissolution in the name of a political project
of social change.

In Butler’s Gender Trouble, however, the dissolution
of false, essentializing ontologies collapses into the
dissolution of ontology itself, even the dissolution of
being itself.* Unwilling to entertain the idea of an
existential ontology, which would be approached at
the level of the ontic — at the level of beings — not
essentially but existentially understood, Butler appears
to be committed to a certain discursive idealism,
despite herself. This is, of course, the standard worry
in criticism of Gender Trouble, but it is one that Butler
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herself encourages with the implication that the being
of the body, for example, is a discursive effect.

Bodies That Matter, and especially the essay that
gives the book its title, is framed as a response to these
criticisms — superficially, an attempt to correct the
‘idealist’ interpretation which goes hand in hand with
a voluntarist (mis)understanding of gender as a kind
of wardrobe of identities. Reading Bodies That Matter
as continuous with the project of Gender Trouble,
talk of the ‘discursive limits of “sex (the subtitle of
Bodies That Matter) would seem to refer to the limits
of what is to count as a possible object of knowledge,
a body that matters, within a certain epistemic frame:
‘To claim that discourse is formative is not to claim
that it originates, causes, or exhaustively composes that
which it concedes [it is not, in other words, a construc-
tivist idealism]; rather it is to claim that there is no
reference to a pure body which is not
at the same time a further formation of
that body.” That is, ‘the constative claim
is always to some degree performa-
tive’,’® which means that the constative
claim is a continual re-creation of its
objective referent through the structure
of reiteration, and the sense in which
(or how) that referent exists outside of
or before its discursive articulation is at
the very least problematized.

This ‘further formation of the body’
is theorized in Bodies That Matter
through the idea of ‘materialization’,
a term which is meant to replace the
more misleading ‘construction’ used in
Gender Trouble, and to cut across the
philosophical dualism of materialism
versus idealism. And although there is little overt or
explicit sign of it in the text, what Butler then has to
say about a certain ‘radical linguistic constructivism’™'
functions effectively as a critique of her earlier posi-
tion. According to one implication of such a construc-
tivism, she says, ‘sex’ becomes a contrived premiss or
a fiction and ‘gender does not presume a sex which it
acts upon, but rather, gender produces the misnomer of
a prediscursive “sex,” and the meaning of construction
becomes that of linguistic monism, whereby every-
thing is only and always language’,’> which is a pretty
fair description of the account of ‘sex’ in Gender
Trouble. Bodies That Matter is, then, not so much a
continuation as a significant revision of the position
in Gender Trouble. In an interview conducted just
prior to the publication of Bodies That Matter Butler
comes closer to admitting this: ‘I think I overrode the
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category of sex too quickly in Gender Trouble. 1 try
to reconsider it in Bodies That Matter.>

Déja vu/déja lu?

This reconsideration is no simple reinstanciation of
the ‘fact’ of sex as an irreducible, biological given.
Neither, however, is the ‘materialization’ of sex to be
understood as the conjuring up of a conceptual oppo-
sition out of nowhere, based on no physical body or
physical differences. It is not meant, Butler says, to
‘dispute the materiality of the body’ but to ‘establish
the normative conditions under which the materiality
of the body is framed and formed, and, in particular,
how it is formed through differential categories of
sex.”* ‘Materialization’ refers to the ways in which
‘regulatory norms’ or ‘language’ ‘delimit’, ‘contour’,
or even ‘schematize’ the body> into the sedimented
categories of sex, where these categories refer not
only to the physical differences through which they
materialize but also to the laws and presumptions
(primarily heterosexuality) which they carry with them
— heavy baggage.

Using a slightly different terminology one might say
that the concept of ‘materialization’ is an attempt to
explain both that and how the physical characteristics
of a body which in themselves have no significance
come to be figured as significant: ‘I do not deny
certain kinds of biological differences. But I always
ask under what conditions, under what discursive and
institutional conditions, do certain biological differ-
ences — and they’re not necessary ones, given the
anomalous state of bodies in the world — become the
salient characteristics of sex.’® This position is also
clearly stated in the preface to Bodies That Matter,
where Butler acknowledges the commonsensical point
that bodies

live and die; eat and sleep; feel pain, pleasure;
endure illness and violence; and these ‘facts’, one
might sceptically proclaim, cannot be dismissed as
mere constructions. Surely there must be some kind
of necessity that accompanies these primary and ir-
refutable experiences. And surely there is. But their
irrefutability in no way implies what it might mean
to affirm them and through what discursive means.’

Again:

It must be possible to concede and affirm an array
of ‘materialities’ that pertain to the body, that which
is signified by the domains of biology, anatomy,
physiology, hormonal and chemical composition,
illness, age, weight, metabolism, life and death.
None of this can be denied. But the undeniability
of these ‘materialities’ in no way implies what it
means to affirm them, indeed, what interpretative
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matrices condition, enable and limit that necessary
affirmation.>®

But haven’t we been here before? In 1949, to be exact,
when de Beauvoir claims,

Certainly these facts [of biology, these physical dif-
ferences between men and women] can’t be denied
— but in themselves they have no significance [ils
ne portent en eux-mémes leur sens — they do not
bear their meaning within themselves].... Once we
adopt the human perspective, interpreting the body
on a basis of existence, biology becomes an ab-
stract science.... It is not as a body as such, but as
a body subject to taboos, to laws, that the subject
is conscious of himself and attains fulfilment ... the
facts of biology take on the values that the existent
bestows upon them.>

Always already interpreted as this or that, affirmed
as this or that through whatever discursive means,
de Beauvoir’s insistent ‘facts of biology’ (the ‘factic-
ity’ of the body) refer to something more like the
materialization of the matter of bodies and bodies that
matter. Accordingly, the ‘facticity’ of the body would
be wrongly interpreted as one term in an ontological
distinction that grounds an attachment to the ‘sex’ of
the sex/gender distinction. Could it be the case, then,
that it was in fact Butler who was de Beauvoir all
along?

Well, no. Although one may find at least one dis-
paraging reference to ontology as ‘fixity’ in Bodies
That Matter,*° the most significant difference between
this and the earlier Gender Trouble is the acknowl-
edgement of the necessity for the theorization of the
ontological status of the body and/or sex, or the
tacit acknowledgement of the need for a radicalized
notion of ontology in general. Granted, Butler does
not actually use the ‘o’ word, but to what else is
‘materialization’ meant to refer? Speaking again of
the shift away from the earlier notion of ‘construction’,
Butler says that she proposes, in its place, ‘a return to
the notion of matter, not as site or surface, but as a
process of materialization that stabilizes over time to
produce the effect of boundary, fixity, and surface we
call matter’.®" As this shows, Butler’s revised position
owes more to Aristotle or to Greek ontology more
generally than to de Beauvoir. De Beauvoir’s existen-
tial ontology is concerned only with the being of the
being-human (that is why it is ‘existential’, after all),
whereas Butler’s ‘materialization’ would seem to refer
to something like a non-dualistic, dynamic, historical
ontology of human and non-human being, that which
we call ‘matter’.%? Their differences notwithstanding,
however, the idea of ‘materialization’ would seem to
acknowledge the de Beauvoirian point that ‘being’



may be (indeed, must be) understood in other than the
essentialist terms of the metaphysics of substance.

Reading retrospectively, something like this belated
acknowledgement of the possibility of radicalized
ontology may even be glimpsed in Gender Trouble.
Indeed, this may even be the only coherent way of
reading Gender Trouble. ‘That the gendered body
is performative suggests that it has no ontological
status apart from the various acts which constitute
its reality”:%® this claim may now be re-read as an
assertion of the non-essentialist ontological status of
the body as performative, as a social(ized), historical
ontology of the body — that is, one which does not take
its ‘being’ as fixed or foundational but ‘in process’,
an idea acknowledged, perhaps, in Butler’s earlier
reference to ‘contingent ontologies’.% Elsewhere Butler
speaks of Lacan’s displacement of the (ontological)
question ‘What is/has being?’ in favour of the allegedly
‘pre-ontological’ question ‘How is “being” instituted
and allocated through the signifying practices of the
paternal economy?’% Her own words, however, suggest
that the shift is not one from ontology to pre-ontology,
but from essential to (something like) existential ontol-
ogy — precisely from ‘What is/has being?’ to ‘How is
being?’% And even then, if the ‘What is?” question is
determinately associated with essential ontology and
nothing else — that is, if we are not allowed to ask the
‘What is?” question — we are also compelled to see
Heidegger (philosophical architect of the critique) and
Butler’s more recent favourite, Aristotle, as nothing
but metaphysicians of substance.

If the reason for the unhappy idealist implications
of Butler’s Gender Trouble (the collapse of ontology
into performativity) is based on the unwarranted pre-
sumption of the necessarily essentialist nature of any
notion of ontology — and its association, therefore,
with the ‘metaphysics of substance’ — this metonymic
slippage is recognized and addressed in Bodies That
Matter with what is meant to be the resolutely non- or
anti-idealist notion of ‘materialization’. If Butler seems
increasingly unwilling to acknowledge de Beauvoir as
a philosophical precursor to this project of radicalized
ontology, this would be because of Butler’s allergy to
the tainted word ‘ontology’ (an allergy which we need
not share), but also because her reading of a sex/gender
distinction into The Second Sex positions ‘sex’ as the
(essential) ontological ground of gender, existentially
(or, we might now add, performatively) understood,
foreclosing the possibility of ontology as existential,
or otherwise.

On the other hand, Butler clearly is able to think
through the status of ‘sex’” in a more radical way than
de Beauvoir, who does, in the last instance, tend to

assume binary sex difference as beyond dispute.®’
Drawing on a variety of theoretical resources — notably
Foucault and Wittig — Butler is able to problematize
the assumption of binary sex difference, or at least
to begin to think about the ways in which the male/
female, man/woman distinction, as conceptual, is not
an unproblematic, unmediated representation of what
is, in an ahistorical or naively realist sense.’® This
may be one of the most challenging aspects of Butler’s
work in Gender Trouble and Bodies That Matter, but
that does not relieve us of the responsibility of rising
to it, especially if our identities and pleasures are not
to be unnecessarily limited. The (ostensibly un-Butle-
rian) basis for Butler’s move beyond de Beauvoir here
rests on a radicalized social and historical ontology.
Metaphysical substantialization may very well be the
illusion of an epistemic or performative effect, and sex
may very well have been gender all along. But not all
being is thus substantialized and there is no necessity
to understand ‘being’ in this way. Paradoxically, was
this not what de Beauvoir was saying all along?
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