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INTRODUCTION:
WHY BODIES STILL
MATTER

In  the  landscape  of
crit ical  theory  and
gender  studies,  few
works  have  provoked
as  much  discussion,
misinterpretation,  and
genuine  intellectual
evolution  as  Judith
Butler’s  1993  book,
Bodies  That  Matter.
Published  as  a  follow-
u p  t o  t h e
groundbreaking  and
often  controversial
Gender Trouble (1990),
this  text  sought  to
address  a  persistent

critique:  if  gender  is
performative, as Butler
had argued, then is the
body merely a passive
surface  upon  which
cultural  scripts  are
wr i t ten?  Does  the
mater ia l i ty  o f  the
body—its  flesh,  its
bones,  its  biological
l i m i t s — s i m p l y
d i s a p p e a r  i n t o
discourse?  Judith
Butler  Bodies  That
Matter is, at its core, a
rigorous  attempt  to
answer these questions
without retreating into
biological determinism.
It is a text that insists
that matter itself is not
a  static  given  but  a
dynamic  process  of
materialization.  For
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anyone  seeking  to
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
intricate  relationship
between  language,
power,  and  the  lived
exper ience  of  the
b o d y ,  t h i s  w o r k
remains an essential, if
c h a l l e n g i n g ,
c o r n e r s t o n e  o f
contemporary thought.
Butler’s project in this
volume is not to deny
the reality of the body
but  to  ask  a  more
fundamental  question:
how  does  the  body
come to appear as real
in  the  first  place?  This
shift  in  perspective  is
what  makes  the  book
so  r ad i ca l  and  so
enduringly  relevant.
Instead of starting with
a  pre-existing  body
that  then  acquires
cultura l  meaning,
Butler argues that the
body  is  constituted
through  a  repeated
process  of  normative
citation.  We  are  not

born with a body that
matters; we become a
body  that  matters
through  the  iterative
power of social norms.
This article will explore
the  key  arguments  of
Bodies  That  Matter,
unpacking  its  dense
theoretical  framework,
i t s  p o l i t i c a l
implications,  and  its
enduring  legacy  in
feminist  theory,  queer
studies, and beyond.

THE CONTEXT:
FROM GENDER
TROUBLE TO THE
MATTER OF
BODIES

To  fully  grasp  Judith
Butler  Bodies  That
Matter,  one  must  first
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
intellectual  storm that
preceded  it.  Gender
Trouble  had  famously
proposed  that  gender
is not an expression of
a  pre-existing  identity
but  a  performance—a
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stylized  repetition  of
acts  that  produce  the
illusion of a stable core
self.  This  argument
was revolutionary,  but
i t  a lso  drew  sharp
c r i t i c i s m .  M a n y
readers,  particularly
those  invested  in
materialist  feminism,
accused  But ler  o f
reducing the body to a
m e r e  l i n g u i s t i c
construct ion.  The
c r i t i q u e  w e n t
something  like  this:  if
e v e r y t h i n g  i s
performative,  what
a b o u t  t h e  b r u t e
physical  realities  of
birth,  death,  illness,
and  pain?  Are  these
not pre-discursive?
Bodies  That  Matter  is
B u t l e r ’ s  d i r e c t
r e s p o n s e  t o  t h i s
challenge.  She  does
not  concede  that  the
body is a pre-linguistic
given,  but  she  also
refuses to treat it as a
blank  slate.  Instead,

s h e  i n t r o d u c e s  a
nuanced  concept  of
materialization.  For
Butler, the body is not
a  substance  but  a
process—a  process
that  is  continual ly
shaped,  constrained,
a n d  e n a b l e d  b y
regulatory  norms.  The
phrase  "bodies  that
matter"  is  deliberately
ambiguous.  It  refers
both to bodies that are
deemed  significant,
valuable,  and  "real"
within  a  given  social
order, and to the way
that  matter  itself  is
constituted through the
ve ry  ac t  o f  be ing
articulated. This double
meaning  is  central  to
the  book ’s  en t i re
argument.

CORE ARGUMENT:
PERFORMATIVITY
AND
MATERIALIZATION
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Beyond
the
Construct
ion vs.
Biology
Debate
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
c o m m o n
misunderstandings  of
Butler’s  work  is  the
a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t
"construction"  is  the
opposite  of  "real."
W h e n  w e  s a y
something  is  socially
constructed,  we  often
imply  it  is  artificial,
c h a n g e a b l e ,  o r
somehow  less  true
than  biological  facts.
Butler  rejects  this
binary  entirely.  In
Judith Butler Bodies
T h a t  M a t t e r ,

construction  is  not
s o m e t h i n g  t h a t
happens  to  a  p re -
existing  body;  rather,
construction is the very
process through which
the  body  becomes
legible  as  a  material
fact. She draws on the
w o r k  o f  M i c h e l
Foucault, who analyzed
how  power  operates
not only negatively (by
repressing)  but  also
p o s i t i v e l y  ( b y
producing  subjects).
Similarly, Butler argues
that the norms of sex
and  gender  do  not
simply constrain a pre-
existing  body;  they
actively  produce  the
body  as  a  coherent,
viable entity.
Butler  introduces  the
term  “citationality”
to explain this process.
Performativity is not a
single, theatrical act; it
is  the  repetition  of
norms  that  have  a
history. When a doctor
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declares,  "It’s  a  girl!"
at birth, that utterance
is  not  describing  a
neutral  biological  fact.
I t  i s  c i t i ng  a  l ong
history  of  medical,
l e g a l ,  a n d  s o c i a l
conventions  that  will
continue to materialize
that body as a female
body—through naming,
through dress, through
gendered expectations,
a n d  t h r o u g h  t h e
incitement  to  desire.
The body matters, but
it matters only within a
m a t r i x  o f  p o w e r
r e l a t i o n s  t h a t
d e t e r m i n e  w h i c h
bodies  are  l ivable,
which  are  intelligible,
a n d  w h i c h  a r e
r e l e g a t e d  t o  t h e
domain of the abject.

The

Exclusion
ary Force
of Norms
A crucial dimension of
Judith Butler Bodies
That  Matter  is  i ts
focus on exclusion. For
a  body  to  matter—to
be  recognized  as  a
viable subject—it must
con fo rm,  a t  l eas t
partially, to the norms
of  intelligibility.  This
means  tha t  some
bodies  fail  to  matter.
They  are  cast  outside
t h e  r e a l m  o f  t h e
human, into a zone of
uninhabitability.  Butler
refers to this excluded
d o m a i n  a s  t h e
“ c o n s t i t u t i v e
outside.” This is not a
s p a c e  o f  p u r e
otherness; rather, it  is
a  necessary  condition
for the formation of the
normative subject. The
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" I "  t h a t  c l a i m s  a
coherent  identity  is
always haunted by the
specter of the bodies it
has  repudiated—the
bodies  that  do  not  fit
the binary,  the bodies
t h a t  a r e  d e e m e d
impossible,  the bodies
that are abjected.
T h i s  i n s i g h t  h a s
profound  pol i t ical
implications.  Butler  is
not simply describing a
philosophical  puzzle;
she  is  offering  a  tool
for  critical  analysis.  If
normative power works
by  producing  a  field  of
intelligible bodies, then
political  resistance
i n v o l v e s  t h e  r e -
articulation  and  re-
signification  of  those
norms.  I t  involves
making  visible  the
bodies that have been
c a s t  o u t  a n d
demanding  that  they,
too,  be  recognized  as
mattering. This is not a
s i m p l e  p l e a  f o r

i nc l u s i on  i n to  an
existing system; it is a
challenge  to  the  very
c r i t e r i a  by  wh i ch
inclusion is granted.

KEY CONCEPTS
AND INFLUENCES

Irigaray,
Lacan,
and the
Materialit
y of Sex
Butler’s  argument  in
Bodies  That  Matter  is
deeply  intertextual.
S h e  e n g a g e s
e x t e n s i v e l y  w i t h
F r e n c h  f e m i n i s t
ph i losopher  Luce
Irigaray,  particularly
Irigaray’s  critique  of
t h e  W e s t e r n
philosophical  tradition
for its exclusion of the
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feminine.  I r igaray
argued that matter has
been  consistent ly
coded as feminine and
then devalued in favor
o f  a  m a s c u l i n e ,
abstract  form.  Butler
extends  this  critique,
but  she  also  pushes
b e y o n d  i t .  S h e
questions  whether
Irigaray’s own position
inadvertently  reifies  a
feminine  essence  that
e x i s t s  p r i o r  t o
language.  For  Butler,
there is no "outside" of
discourse  that  can  be
accessed  as  a  pure,
u n m e d i a t e d
materiality.  Even  the
gesture of appealing to
a  p r e - d i s c u r s i v e
feminine body is itself
a  discursive  move—a
political  strategy  that
can be useful but must
also be interrogated.
Butler  also  draws  on
p s y c h o a n a l y s i s ,
particularly the work of
Jacques Lacan. She re-

reads Lacan’s theory of
sexuation,  focusing on
t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e
symbolic  order  in
c o n s t i t u t i n g  t h e
subject.  However,  she
departs from Lacan by
ins is t ing  that  the
symbolic is not a fixed,
t r a n s h i s t o r i c a l
structure.  It  is  itself  a
site  of  contestation,
open  to  resignification.
The "law" of the father
is  not  a  final  authority;
it is a repeated citation
that can be subverted.
This  recla iming  of
psychoanalysis  for  a
progressive  political
project  is  one  of  the
book’s most innovative
contributions.

The
Abject
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and the
Domain
of the

Unreal
C e n t r a l  t o  t h e
argument  of  Judith
Butler  Bodies  That
Matter is the concept
o f  t h e  a b j e c t ,
borrowed  from  Julia
Kristeva. The abject is
that  which is  expelled
from the body—waste,
c o r p s e s ,  b o d i l y
fluids—but  which  also
marks the boundary of
the subject. For Butler,
abjection is not just a
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
phenomenon;  it  is  a
social  one.  Certain
bodies  are  rendered
abject,  disposable,  or
unlivable because they
fail  to  conform to  the
norms  that  define  the

human.  This  includes
not  only  gender  non-
conforming bodies but
also  racialized  bodies,
disabled  bodies,  and
o t h e r s  w h o  a r e
s y s t e m a t i c a l l y
dehumanized.  The
abject  body  is  not
simply oppressed; it is
foreclosed  from  the
very  category  of  the
subject.  Yet,  precisely
b e c a u s e  i t  i s  a
constitutive  outside,
the  abject  also  holds
the potential for radical
disruption.  It  is  from
this  excluded  position
that  new  forms  o f
political  agency  can
emerge.

CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
MISREADING

Since  its  publication,
Judith Butler Bodies
That Matter has been
b o t h  l a u d e d  a n d
vilified.  Some  critics
dismiss  the  book  as



Judith Butler Bodies That Matter 9

9

needlessly  obscure,
trapped  in  a  jargon
that alienates readers.
Others accuse Butler of
a  kind  of  l inguistic
idealism,  arguing  that
she still fails to account
for  the  brute  realities
of  physical  pain  or
biological  difference.
These critiques are not
without  merit,  and
But ler  hersel f  has
acknowledged  the
limitations of her early
work.  However,  many
of  these  misreadings
stem from a failure to
grasp  the  cent ra l
n u a n c e  o f  h e r
a r g u m e n t :  t h a t
acknowledging  the
discursive  constitution
of  matter  does  not
negate  its  reality;  it
s imp ly  asks  us  to
examine  how  that
reality is produced and
maintained.
Defenders of the book
argue  that  its  dense,
recursive style is not a

flaw  but  a  feature—a
p e r f o r m a t i v e
enactment of the very
difficulty  of  thinking
outside  normative
frameworks.  The  book
asks us to slow down,
to dwell in complexity,
a n d  t o  r e s i s t  t h e
comfortable certainties
of  either  biological
essentialism  or  social
constructivism.  It  is  a
text  that  demands  to
be read with care, and
i t s  r e w a r d s  a r e
considerable  for  those
who  are  wi l l ing  to
e n g a g e  w i t h  i t s
arguments  on  their
own  terms.

CONTEMPORARY
RELEVANCE IN A
POLARIZED
WORLD

In the current political
climate, where debates
about  transgender
r i g h t s ,  b o d i l y
autonomy,  and  the
very  definition  of  sex
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a r e  i n c r e a s i n g l y
polarized,  the  insights
o f  Jud i th  But le r
Bodies  That  Matter
are  more  urgent  than
e v e r .  T h e  b o o k
provides  a  powerful
f r a m e w o r k  f o r
understanding  why
certain  bodies  are
subjected  to  violence,
pathologization,  or
erasure. When we see
legislation  targeting
transgender youth,  for
e x a m p l e ,  w e  a r e
witnessing  a  struggle
over which bodies are
allowed to matter. The
n o r m s  o f  s e x
assignment  are  being
citationally re-inscribed
with tremendous force,
often  with  the  claim
that  they  are  simply
"biological  facts."
Butler’s  work  teaches
us  to  ask :  What  i s
being  excluded  when
we  insist  on  a  strict
binary?  Whose  lives
are rendered unlivable

by  the  demand  for
coherence?
Furthermore, the book
offers  a  language  for
resistance. If norms are
sustained  through
repetition,  they  can
also  be  subverted
through  different  kinds
of  repetition.  Drag,
parody,  and  other
forms  of  performative
subversion  are  not
merely  aesthetic  acts;
they  are  po l i t i ca l
interventions  that
e x p o s e  t h e
constructedness of the
norm  and  open  up
s p a c e  f o r  n e w
configurations of bodily
life.  Butler’s  vision  is
not  one  of  anarchic
individualism  but  of
col lect ive,  ethical
responsibility  for  the
other—especially  for
those whose bodies are
deemed to not matter.

PRACTICAL
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APPLICATIONS:
READING THE

BODY POLITIC

While  Judith  Butler
Bodies  That  Matter
i s  a  w o r k  o f  h i g h
theory,  its  ideas  have
practical  applications
across  multiple  fields.
In  legal  studies ,
scholars  have  used
Butler’s  framework  to
analyze  how  the  law
materializes  certain
bod ies  as  r i gh t s -
bearing subjects  while
excluding  others.  In
medica l  e th ics ,
Butler’s  work  informs
c r i t i q u e s  o f  h o w
medical  institutions
define norms of health,
sex,  and  abil ity.  In
literary and cultural
studies,  the  concept
of  abjection  is  widely
used  to  i n te rp re t
representations  of
marginalized bodies in

literature and film. The
book  also  remains  a
foundational  text  in
q u e e r  t h e o r y ,
p r o v i d i n g  t h e
p h i l o s o p h i c a l
grounding for activism
that  challenges  the
violence  of  normative
gender and sexuality.
It  is worth noting that
Butler’s own career has
been marked by public
engagement.  She  has
spoken  out  on  issues
r a n g i n g  f r o m
Palestinian  rights  to
the  war  on  terror ,
consistently  applying
her theoretical insights
to  concrete  political
struggles.  For  Butler,
t heo ry  i s  neve r  a
withdrawal  from  the
world; it  is a mode of
engagement that seeks
to understand how the
world is constituted so
that it might


