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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this paper is to examine diverse viewpoints regarding gender 

and sex dynamics in order to dissect the intricacies surrounding the body's 

politics. This paper takes inspiration from Butler's seminal work to assert that 

sex is intrinsically gendered. It is perpetually subject to prevailing gender 

norms. It is, however, argued that the distinction between gender and sex 

remains essential; it cannot simply be eliminated or collapsed.  This paper 

intends to provide a nuanced understanding of gender/sex relations that rejects 

the notion that sex is an immutable natural state. Moreover, it cautions against 

the inclination to oversimplify gender as merely an extension of sex. It asserts 

that imbuing sex with gender is not equivalent to dismissing its fundamental 

existence. This paper emphasizes Butler’s comprehensive framework for 

comprehending sex/gender relations, conceptualizing sex as a gendered 

construct while maintaining recognition that sex is a potent discursive 

formation. As a result of this dual perspective, the body is revealed as a place 

where political agency is both empowered and restricted. In acknowledging the 

intricate interplay between sex, gender, and their socio-political ramifications, 

this theory aims to shed new light on the multifaceted dimensions of 

embodiment and agency in contemporary societies. 

 

In Butler's view, attempts to articulate matter ultimately lead to narratives regarding the body, a 

process of transforming the body exclusively through language, giving material form to it. When 

Butler focuses on the "materiality of the body," she describes a recurring experience of being 

drawn into other domains. In Butler, the body is steadfastly opposed to being posited as an entity 

that is prerequisite to discourse: "The body posited as prior to the sign is always posited as prior" 

(Butler, Bodies 30). Butler argues that the body cannot function as an ontological foundation 

(Stone 11). It cannot be used to construct a feminist political theory, any more than it can be used 

to construct a gender theory. Body structures are intrinsically interdependent and susceptible to 

violation by external forces. We remain influenced by others by our bodies, and our vulnerability 

serves as a tether that binds us to them (Butler, Undoing  20-22). In this specific context, and only 

in this context, do we encounter an essential and indisputable aspect of the body.  
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In articulating the sex/gender dynamic and conceptualizing the body, Butler draws upon her 

interpretations of Beauvoir and Foucault. It is the intertextual approach that leads to what is 

commonly recognized as Butler's theory of gender. She not only interprets these texts in her own 

manner, but she also synthesizes Foucault's insights with Beauvoir's and vice versa. Both in terms 

of its explicit nomenclature and implicit content, this theory tends to overlook both the concept of 

sex and the concept of the physical body. In 'Gendering the Body' Butler champions Beauvoir's 

significant contribution to feminist and philosophical understanding of 'bodily experience'. Butler 

asserts that Beauvoir's work is rooted in the philosophical tradition of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty. 

As a result, Beauvoir's works seek to clarify what Butler describes as 'the structures of embodiment' 

(Butler, “Gendering”” 253). As a part of this philosophical heritage, Beauvoir introduces a 

distinction between the natural body and the historical body, which transforms into a demarcation 

between the sexes. Those who are constrained by societal gender norms, feminists, and gender 

theorists can greatly benefit from Beauvoir's differentiation of sex and gender. By relegating sex 

to the realm of the innate, this differentiation effectively places gender within the sphere of culture 

and politics. It has been said by feminists that 'the personal is political' perfectly encapsulates the 

transition from the natural to the political that the distinction between genders and sexes facilitates. 

Butler contends that Beauvoir "reveals the contingency at the foundation of gender, the uneasy but 

exhilarating fact that it is not necessary that we become the genders that we have in fact become" 

(Butler, Gendering 257). 

 

In order to unlock the transformative potential embedded within the differentiation of sex and 

gender, Bellevoir—or Butler, more specifically—must confront the commonplace presumptions 

that govern their interaction. To be meaningfully contingent, adaptable, and politically charged, 

gender must depart from the seamless causality that effortlessly links it to gender. In order for 

gender to be meaningful, we must be willing to view it as something different from the biological 

outcome of one's sex. As a consequence, any profound and influential theory of gender must 

encompass as well as demand the development of a robust theory of sex. Butler draws upon the 

intellectual legacy of a scholar who, despite talking relatively little about gender, has deeply 

explored sexuality in pursuit of such a theory. By exploring Foucault's expansive body of work on 

the subject of sex, Butler seeks to enrich and further articulate Beauvoir's fundamental ideas 

regarding the interrelationship between gender and sex. The objective of this intellectual endeavor 

is not only to refine theoretical ideas, but also to raise awareness of the intricate dynamics that 

govern our understanding of embodiment and identity. Butler unravels and illuminates the 

complex tapestry of human experience through the interplay between sex and gender. 

 

 

As Butler suggests, there are deeply ingrained assumptions about the relationship between gender 

and sex that she cites as being illuminated by Foucault. In this context, Butler suggests that 

Foucault might illuminate the reasons behind our tendency to perceive sex as the foundational 

determinant of gender. She advocates the notion that we only comprehend sex through the lens of 

gender. This assertion, though initially counterintuitive, carries enormous, and perhaps 

immeasurable, implications for our conceptualization of sex, gender, and body. Beauvoir does not 

advance this particular argument; she views sex as an inherent, biological fact. In a similar vein, 

Foucault's research focuses primarily on the historical construction of the discourse surrounding 
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sexuality, which includes what he refers to as 'sex itself'. However, he never explicitly addresses 

gender issues in his writings. 

In Butler's central proposition, the amalgamation and subsequent transformation of these ideas 

culminate in a notion that sex can only be understood through the contingently shaped concept of 

gender. Butler's assertion stands as one of his most influential contributions to the discourse 

regarding sex, gender, and body. It forms the cornerstone of her renowned work, "Gender 

Trouble," and serves as the nucleus of her debates with critics, although sometimes it is 

overshadowed by more provocative rhetoric. Butler's perspective on embodiment is significantly 

shaped by this pivotal concept. In order to clarify what she views as deeply ingrained assumptions 

regarding sex and gender, Butler invokes the insights of Foucault. It is implicit in her engagement 

with Foucault that he may provide an explanation for why we are conditioned to perceive sex as a 

foundational determinant of gender. Butler posits that "we only comprehend sex through gender" 

which challenges our intuitive understanding. The seemingly counterintuitive assertion has 

profound, almost immeasurable implications for our understanding of the complex interplay 

between body, gender, and sex. Beauvoir does not advance this argument; she believes that sex is 

a biological fact that is a natural, immutable fact. Similarly, Foucault's exploration of the historical 

construction of the discourse on sexuality, encompassing what he refers to as 'sex itself,' does not 

explicitly explore the concept of gender. 

Butler's most significant contribution to the discourse surrounding sex, gender, and the body is the 

amalgamation and subsequent transformation of these ideas. In her view, it is only through a 

transgression of the contingently developed concept of gender that we can comprehend the 

construct of sex. Her acclaimed work, Gender Trouble revolves around this profound proposition 

that has been at the center of numerous debates among her critics. Her unique perspective on the 

body and its intricate connection to gender and sex is at the center of these debates, sometimes 

overshadowed by contentious rhetoric. In essence, Butler's scholarship not only challenges the 

status quo, but also fundamentally reshapes the landscape of our understanding of these complex 

and interconnected facets of human identity. According to Butler, the notion of a substantial, 

inherent sex lacks foundation – her exact words are, "substantial sexuality does not exist." 

Although the term is crucial here, it may be challenging to prevent readers from overlooking it. 

This premise allows her to assert bold propositions about the performative nature of gender, 

dismissing the notion that a 'fictitious unity' surrounds sex. As viewed from this perspective, 

gender is essentially enacted behavior, which includes what is conventionally referred to as sex. 

 

Butler revisits existentialist language, focusing on action and the process of becoming, to construct 

a theory of gender performance. This choice, however, generates a wealth of material for her 

critics. In her view, gender is nothing more than the ongoing realization of certain cultural 

possibilities, emphasizing that the act of performing constitutes the essence of gender (Butler, 

“Gendering” 260). Butler fundamentally redefines gender as an active, ongoing process by 

dispelling the constraints associated with the concept of sex. In addition to challenging established 

notions, this shift also provides a framework that links gender to action and agency. It emphasizes 

how individuals actively engage with and embody cultural norms and possibilities, transforming 

their gender identities by doing so. Butler's theory recasts gender as a dynamic, performative 

phenomenon deeply intertwined with human experience, rather than a fixed, inherent quality. 
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Foucault's examination of the genesis of the discursive construct 'sex' sheds light on precisely why 

sex cannot be viewed as an underlying, causative principle. Foucault himself refers to the perceived 

unity between gender, sex, and desire as a fictitious union. The conventional tendency to view 

sexuality as a foundational element is countered by Foucault's counterargument: 'sex... 

Nevertheless, it is an ideal point created by the deployment and operation of sexuality. As he 

expands on this notion, he cautions against the mistaken notion that sexuality is autonomous and 

generates diverse effects as it interacts with power (Foucault, History 155). 

 

In history, one of these effects can be found in the concept of gender. Foucault's analysis illustrates 

why it would be erroneous to consider gender as an outcome of sex, but he avoids positing gender 

as an effect of sex. According to Foucault, sex occupies a unique position—it does not constitute 

a cause or an effect, but rather serves as an integral part of the discourse of sexuality.  It challenges 

conventional wisdom by presenting sex as a construct intimately interconnected with power 

dynamics, discourse dynamics, and sexuality, rather than as a foundational, self-contained entity. 

By highlighting the complex interplay between these concepts, it emphasizes that sex, gender, and 

desire are far from straightforward concepts, with each element influencing and being influenced 

by the others within the intricate web of societal discourse. The issue at hand arises from the 

occasional implication within Butler's texts that once the historically contingent nature of 'natural 

sex' is unveiled, the focus can be exclusively shifted to gender. In reality, this is far from the case. 

Several commentators, such as Warner (1999), have aptly pointed out that constructivism does not 

diminish reality simply because it is constructed. When Butler alters the causal relationship 

between sex and gender and downplays the significance of sex (which, in this context, incorrectly 

appears to be subordinate to gender), she provides fodder for her critics. 

 

While Butler does not claim that sex is merely an extension of gender, it is important to emphasize 

that sex is not merely an extension of gender. Butler does not reject, negate, blur, or nullify the 

significance of the body. To the contrary, she maintains a steadfast commitment to the body from 

the very beginning of her literary career. Butler's later scholarship explores more nuanced 

interpretations of Foucault's ideas concerning discourse, norms, sex, and the body in a more 

nuanced fashion. It demonstrates the depth and complexity of her engagement with these critical 

concepts, as well as her continuing commitment to refining and expanding her theoretical 

framework. Identifying sex as a gendered construct should not be confused with asserting that any 

distinction between gender and sex should be eliminated. It is imperative that we recognize the 

importance of erasing the distinction between gender and sex so that only gender remains. While 

gender is an integral part of bodily experience, gender norms are not inherently influenced by 

physical features. Therefore, reducing everything to gender risks reducing the significance of the 

body. 

 

In order to maintain a focus on the corporeal aspect, it becomes imperative to maintain a 

conceptualization of sex. However, this does not imply that either sex or the body are intrinsically 

'natural'. This does not suggest that sex is an analytically separate entity from, or preceding, gender. 

Instead, it emphasizes that sex is intrinsically intertwined with gender. As a result of prevailing 

gender norms, our understanding of sex is dependent upon prevailing expectations. These are 

substantial and, in many ways, radical assertions. However, it is important to distinguish them 

from claims asserting the nonexistence of sex. The same way that we enter an already sexist world, 
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we also enter an inherently sexist body. Butler provides a nuanced analysis of the dual meanings 

encapsulated in the phrase 'the body as situation'. A first characteristic of her approach to the body 

is that it represents a tangible space that has already been imbued with established meanings and 

definitions. In addition, Butler views the body as 'a field of interpretive possibilities', indicating a 

realm from which one can actively exist one's body in specific, particularly political, ways (Butler, 

“Variations” 133-4). Butler uses the concept of 'body as situation' in order to navigate away from 

the dichotomy between voluntarism and determinism. 

 

A body serves both as a constraint and a catalyst for agency, exerting influence by setting 

parameters on what we are able to do while simultaneously providing a canvas for self-expression 

and action. This dialectic, and the endeavor to steer clear of its pitfalls, will resurface recurrently 

in Butler's oeuvre, especially in her quest to formulate a theory of subjection (Butler, The Psychic). 

The body is Butler's strategy for resolving the impasse between voluntarism and determinism at 

this point. As a crucial site of interaction between societal interpretations and individual agency, 

it highlights the intricate dynamics that shape our embodiment experiences and expressions.  The 

discussion surrounding embodied situations brings us face-to-face with a significant quandary in 

body theorizing: the historical construction of what Foucault terms as 'sex itself'. Beyond its role 

as a unifying concept that encompasses sensations, pleasures, analyses, and physiologies, 'sex 

itself' has a relatively limited lexicon, making it difficult to engage with the body in detail. The 

lack of appropriate language prevents us from discussing our actual bodies in detail, especially in 

specific terms. In place of discussing bodies, 'sex' becomes the primary medium through which we 

articulate our corporeal experiences, thereby substituting it for discussion. As a result of Butler's 

bold assertion that sex is not an inherent, natural given that underpins gender, it is no surprise that 

her critics accuse her of neglecting or dismissing the body. However, it is essential to underscore 

(though it may seem obvious) that we do indeed possess bodies and specific body parts. Only our 

adherence to current gender norms, societal etiquette, and established patterns of discourse 

prevents us from openly discussing a myriad of body parts. Categories like 'male' and 'female', 

'man' and 'woman' are expected to fulfill the role of representing bodies on our behalf. In the radical 

reevaluation of the sex/gender dynamic that Butler's work advocates for, we may find it imperative 

to engage in discussions about bodies and their individual components in a more forthright, 

precise, and perhaps even unvarnished manner. This shift in discourse would reflect a departure 

from conventional norms, signaling a reclamation of agency and a renewed focus on the lived 

experiences of embodiment. 

 

Butler’s  emphasis on the interaction between bodies and norms culminates in Butler's most 

proximate definition of the body: 'the body is that which can occupy the norm in a variety of ways, 

exceed the norm, rework the norm, and expose reality we thought we were confined as open to 

transformation' (Butler, Undoing 217). Even so, readers of Butler will not be surprised if I claim 

that she would not aim for a strict and definitive encapsulation of her body. Butler's political 

engagement is centered on the body; the theorization of the body is integral to a broader theory of 

gender and sex. Yet, despite the body's inherently unruly relationship with normativity, the body 

retains a dual nature as a result. Butler's project relies heavily on this element, yet it remains elusive 

and difficult to categorize within her works. This complexity arises from the body's dynamic 

capacity to both conform to and transgress established norms, thus defying straightforward 

definition. In essence, the body, as envisioned by Butler, defies fixed boundaries and invites 
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continual reinterpretation, making it an ever-evolving terrain for her philosophical and political 

explorations. 
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