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Agenda

• Post-Structuralism and Gender
• Michel Foucault, “We ‘Other’ Victorians” and “The Repressive Hypothesis”
• Judith Butler, Gender Trouble (1990)

• Queer Studies
• Eve Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet (1990)
• Jack Halberstam, Female Masculinity (1998)

• Affect Studies 
• Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology
• José Esteban Muñoz, Disidentifications
• Lauren Berlant, Cruel Optimism
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”The Repressive Hypothesis” (1976)



Gender Trouble (1990)

• Early post-structuralism/ deconstruction argued that everything was 
‘discursive’ or ‘textual’ (Derrida famously writes “there is nothing 
outside the text” in Of Grammatology) and didn’t believe in material 
reality. Postmodernism is all about the ‘play’ of signifiers and how 
everything is ‘constructed’ through discourse. Then Butler comes 
along and invents queer theory by arguing, in essence, that bodies are 
discursively constructed.

• Deconstruction is not fundamentally a theory of language. Derrida 
was using language or signs to make an ontological point – a point 
about the structure of reality. And that point wasn’t ‘reality is entirely 
made of language,’ it was ‘everything that exists exists in networks of 
relation to other things.’ The point he was making by talking about 
signs – and he could just as well, and did later, have been talking 
about subjects, or political states, or works of art, or pretty much 
anything – is that meaning arises through its relational context



Gender Trouble (1990)
• Butler offers a critique of the terms gender and sex as they have been used by feminists. Butler argues that 

feminism made a mistake in trying to make "women" a discrete, ahistorical group with common characteristics. 
Butler writes that this approach reinforces the binary view of gender relations. Butler believes that feminists 
should not try to define "women" and they also believe that feminists should "focus on providing an account of 
how power functions and shapes our understandings of womanhood not only in the society at large but also 
within the feminist movement." Finally, Butler aims to break the supposed links between sex and gender so that 
gender and desire can be "flexible, free floating and not caused by other stable factors". The idea of identity as 
free and flexible and gender as a performance, not an essence, is one of the foundations of queer theory.

• For Butler, "women" and "woman" are categories complicated by factors such as class, ethnicity, and sexuality. 
Moreover, the universality presumed by these terms parallels the assumed universality of the patriarchy, and 
erases the particularity of oppression in distinct times and places. Butler thus eschews identity politics in favor 
of a new, coalitional feminism that critiques the basis of identity and gender. She challenges assumptions about 
the distinction often made between sex and gender, according to which sex is biological while gender is 
culturally constructed. Butler argues that this false distinction introduces a split into the supposedly unified 
subject of feminism. Sexed bodies cannot signify without gender, and the apparent existence of sex prior 
to discourse and cultural imposition is only an effect of the functioning of gender. Sex and gender are 
both constructed.



Gender Trouble (1990)
• The crux of Butler's argument in Gender Trouble is that the coherence of the categories of sex, gender, and 

sexuality—the natural-seeming coherence, for example, of masculine gender and heterosexual desire in 
male bodies—is culturally constructed through the repetition of stylized acts in time. Although the repeated, 
stylized bodily acts establish the appearance of an essential, ontological "core" gender, Butler understands 
gender, along with sex and sexuality, to be performative. 

• Butler explicitly challenges biological accounts of binary sex. The performance of gender is not voluntary, in 
Butler's opinion, and they believe the gendered, sexed, desiring subject must be constructed within what 
they call, borrowing from Foucault's Discipline and Punish, "regulative discourses." These, also called 
"frameworks of intelligibility" or "disciplinary regimes," determine in advance what possibilities of sex, 
gender, and sexuality are socially permitted to appear as coherent or "natural". Regulative discourse includes 
disciplinary techniques that coerce the stylized actions and thereby maintain the appearance of "core" 
gender, sex and sexuality.

• The supposed obviousness of sex as a natural fact attests to how deeply its production in discourse is 
concealed. The sexed body, once established as a natural fact, is the alibi for constructions of gender and 
sexuality, which then purport to be the just-as-natural expressions or consequences of sex. In Butler's 
account, it is on the basis of the construction of natural binary sex that binary gender and heterosexuality 
are likewise constructed as natural. Butler claims that without a critique of sex as produced by discourse, the 
sex/gender distinction as a feminist strategy for contesting constructions of binary asymmetric gender and 
compulsory heterosexuality will be ineffective.



Epistemology of the Closet (1990)
• “To the fine antennae of public attention the freshness of every drama of (especially involuntary) 

gay uncovering seems if anything heightened in surprise and delectability, rather than staled, by 
the increasingly intense atmosphere of public articulations of and about the love that is famous 
for daring not speak its name. So resilient and productive a structure of narrative will not readily 
surrender its hold on important forms of social meaning.” 

• Even an out gay person deals daily with interlocutors about whom she doesn't know whether 
they know or not; it is equally difficult to guess for any given interlocutor whether, if they did 
know, the knowledge would seem very important. Nor-at the mast basic level-is it unaccountable 
that someone who wanted a job, custody or visiting rights, insurance, protection from violence, 
from ”therapy," from distorting stereotype, from insulting scrutiny, from simple insult, from 
forcible interpretation of their bodily product, could deliberately choose to remain in or to 
reenter the closet in some or all segments of their life. The gay closet is not a feature only of the 
lives of gay people. But for many gay people it is still the fundamental feature of social life; and 
there can be few gay people, however courageous and forthright habit, however fortunate in the 
support of their immediate communities., in whose lives the closet is not still a shaping presence.



Epistemology of the Closet (1990)
• “The epistemology of the closet has also been, however, on a far 

vaster scale and with a less honorific inflection, inexhaustibly 
productive of modern Western culture and history at large.”



Female Masculinity (1998)

• “What is "masculinity"? This has been probably the most common question that I have faced over the past 
five years while writing on the topic of female masculinity. If masculinity is not the social and cultural and 
indeed political expression of male-ness, then what is it? I do not claim to have any definitive answer to this 
question, but I do have a few proposals about why masculinity must not and cannot and should not reduce 
down to the male body and its effects.”

• Far from being an imitation of maleness, female masculinity actually affords us a glimpse of how masculinity 
is constructed as masculinity. In other words, female masculinities are framed as the rejected scraps of 
dominant masculinity in order that male masculinity may appear to be the real thing. But what we 
understand as heroic masculinity has been produced by and across both male and female bodies.

• Masculinity in this society inevitably conjures up notions of power and legitimacy and privilege; it often 
symbolically refers to the power of the state and to uneven distributions of wealth. Masculinity seems to 
extend outward into patriarchy and inward into the family; masculinity represents the power of inheritance, 
the consequences of the traffic in women, and the promise of social privilege. But, obviously, many other 
lines of identification traverse the terrain of masculinity, dividing its power into complicated differentials of 
class, race, sexuality, and gender.



Female Masculinity (1998)

• “Tomboyism tends to be associated with a "natural" desire for the greater 
freedoms and mobilities enjoyed by boys. Very often it is read as a sign of 
independence and self-motivation, and tomboyism may even be 
encouraged to the extent that it remains comfortably linked to a stable 
sense of a girl identity. Tomboyism is punished, however, when it appears 
to be the sign of extreme male identification (taking a boy's name or 
refusing girl clothing of any type) and when it threatens to extend beyond 
childhood and into adolescence.”
• “Psychoanalysis posits a crucial relationship between language and desire 

such that language structures desire and expresses therefore both the 
fullness and the futility of human desire - full because we always desire, 
futile because we are never satisfied.”



Disidentifications (1999)

• Embedded in much queer theorizing is the rhetorical practice of disidentification, or the ways in which one 
situates oneself both within and against the various discourses through which we are called to identify. 
Judith Butler, in Bodies that Matter, poses a central question of queer practice: “What are the possibilities of 
politicizing disidentification, this experience of misrecognition, this uneasy sense of standing under a sign to 
which one does and does not belong?” (219). Butler sees disidentification as a misrecognition, a 
simultaneous seeing and failure to see desirable identifications. This misrecognition is not simply missing 
what one desires in public discourses; rather it is a seeing slant, an identifying and a disidentifying to create 
or recover other kinds of (elided or disavowed) identifications. José Esteban Muñoz has perhaps advanced 
this concept more than any other queer theorist, offering this rich and compelling definition:

• "Disidentification is about recycling and rethinking encoded meaning. The process of disidentification 
scrambles and reconstructs the encoded message of a cultural text in a fashion that both exposes the 
encoded message’s universalizing and exclusionary machinations and recircuits its workings to account for, 
include, and empower minority identities and identifications. Thus, disidentification is a step further than 
cracking open the code of the majority; it proceeds to use this code as raw material for representing a 
disempowered politics or positionality that has been rendered unthinkable by the dominant culture. (31)”



Cruising Utopia (2009), Disiden7fica7ons

• Queerness "is that thing that lets us feel that this world is not enough.”
• Queerness in Muñoz's conceptualization, is a rejection of "straight time", 

the "here and now" and an insistence of the "then and there." Muñoz 
proposes the concept of "disidentificatory performances," as acts of 
transgression and creation, by which racial and sexual minorities, or 
minoritarian subjects articulate the truth about cultural hegemony. Muñoz 
critiques Lee Edelman's book "No Future" and the concept of queer death 
drive that results in Muñoz theorization of queer futurity or queer 
sociality. Queer futurity thus "illuminates a landscape of possibility for 
minoritarian subjects through the aesthetic-strategies for surviving and 
imagining utopian modes of being in the world."



The ‘spatial’ turn
• Ahmed often focuses on the subject of orientation and being orientated in space, especially in relationship to sexual 

orientation. In her book Queer Phenomenology: Orientation, Objects, Others (2006) Ahmed states that orientation refers 
to the objects and others that we turn to face as well as the space that we inhabit, and how it is that we inhabit that 
space. Ahmed brings together queer phenomenology as a way of conveying that orientation is situated in the lived 
experience.

• Cruel Optimism (2011) works across the U.S. and Europe to assess the level of contemporary crisis as neoliberalism wears 
away the fantasies of upward mobility associated with the liberal state. Cruel optimism manifests as a relational dynamic 
in which individuals create attachment as “clusters of promises” toward desired object-ideas even when they inhibit the 
conditions for flourishing and fulfilling such promises. Maintaining attachments that sustain the good life fantasy, no 
matter how injurious or cruel these attachments may be, allows people to make it through day-to-day life when the day-
to-day has become unlivable. Elaborating on the specific dynamics of cruel optimism, Berlant emphasizes and maintains 
that it is not the object itself, but rather the relationship: "A relation of cruel optimism is a double-bind in which your 
attachment to an object sustains you in life at the same time as that object is actually a threat to your flourishing. So you
can’t say that there are objects that have the quality of cruelty or not cruelty, it’s how you have the relationship to them.
Like it might be that being in a couple is not a relation of cruel optimism for you, because being in a couple actually makes
you feel like you have a grounding in the world, whereas for other people, being in a couple might be, on the one hand, a 
relief from loneliness, and on the other hand, the overpresence of one person who has to bear the burden of satisfying all 
your needs. So it’s not the object that’s the problem, but how we learn to be in relation."


