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•Freedom of speech and 
speech-act theory 

•Illocutionary silencing 
•Pornography as the 
illocutionary act of 
subordinating women



Judith Butler 
on Gender 

Performativity



Gender is Socially Constructed



Gender is performatively constituted
Gender is the repeated stylization of the body, a 
set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory 
frame that congeal over time to produce the 
appearance of sub- stance, of a natural sort of 
being. A political genealogy of gender ontologies, if 
it is successful, will deconstruct the substantive 
appearance of gender into its constitutive acts and 
locate and account for those acts within the 
compulsory frames set by the var- ious forces that 
police the social appearance of gender.  

—Gender Trouble, 34



Gender performance is constrained by 
social conventions—it has something 
like felicity conditions.

…you cannot go out and acquire a whole new 
gender wardrobe for yourself, since, as Butler puts 
it, “[t]here is only a taking up of the tools where 
they lie, where the very ‘taking up’ is enabled by 
the tool lying there” (GT: 145). (Salih 58)—Gender 
Trouble, 34



Gender performance is constrained by 
social conventions—it has something 
like felicity conditions.

Femininity is thus not the product of a choice, but 
the forcible citation of a norm, one whose complex 
historicity is indissociable from relations of 
discipline, regulation, punishment.  

(BTM: 232) (Salih 61)



Direction of Fit

…it is the fact that he is running which makes the 
statement that he is running true; or again, that the 
truth of the constative utterance ‘he is running’ 
depends on his being running. Whereas in our case 
it is the happiness of the performative ‘I apologize’ 
which makes it the fact that I am apologizing. This 
is one way in which we might justify the 
‘performative–constative distinction—as a 
distinction between doing and saying.  

(Austin, HTW, p.47:)



Direction of Fit

G. E. M. Anscombe



Word/Mind-to-World Direction of Fit 
•The detective’s list in Anscombe’s example 
•Assertions  
(and all of Austin’s commissives) 

•beliefs, hunches 
•scientific hypotheses 
•A portrait



World-to-Word/Mind Direction of Fit 
•The shopping list in Anscombe’s example 
•requests, commands, directives  
(and many of Austin’s verdictives and 
exercitives) 

•desires, intentions 
•laws, moral codes 
•a blueprint



Double Direction of Fit? 
•the act by a judge of pronouncing a 
couple married 

•maybe intentions?



Gender performance has world-to-
word direction of fit, but is 
misrepresented as having word-to-
world direction of fit.



What are some other examples of 
confusion or concealment of the 
direction of fit of a representation?



Other examples of confusion or 
concealment of direction of fit?

•Austin on explicit performatives 
•A judge “interpreting” a statute? 
•Sneakily attempting to bribe the police? 
•“Smith here is planning to work all weekend. 
Right Smith?”  

•Moral and aesthetic discourse? 
•Butler: “It’s a girl!”



Drag, Parody, and Subversion



A Related Problem for Austin: How do 
Conventions arise and Change?



And the same problem for Butler: 
where do the rules governing gender 
performance come from?


