
CRITICAL THEORY GENDER STUDIES

Materialization and the Discursive Limits of Sex: A 
Technical Analysis of Judith Butler's Bodies That Matter
Published: January 12, 2026  |  Index ID: #272

In the landscape of late 20th-century critical theory, few works have recalibrated the understanding of human 

ontology as profoundly as Judith Butler’s 1993 treatise, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex . 

Following the seismic impact of Gender Trouble (1990), Butler’s subsequent work seeks to answer a critical 

question: if gender is a social construct, what then of the physical, biological body? The text represents a rigorous 

technical investigation into the process of materialization—the way in which regulatory norms of 'sex' work to

produce the very matter they claim to merely describe. This article provides a comprehensive, senior-level technical

breakdown of Butler’s framework, examining the linguistic, philosophical, and sociopolitical mechanisms that

govern how bodies are recognized, excluded, and ultimately formed.

1. Theoretical Foundations: Beyond Social Constructivism

To understand the technical scope of Bodies That Matter, one must first differentiate between simple 'social 

constructivism' and Butler’s theory of performativity. Traditional constructivism often implies a subject (an

individual) who chooses a gender as if it were a costume. Butler rejects this 'voluntarist' interpretation. Instead, she

argues that the 'I'—the subject—is actually produced by the very norms it is supposed to choose.

The Mechanism of Materialization

Butler defines materialization not as a finished state but as a process. Matter is not a fixed site or a predefined 

surface; rather, it is a process of stabilization over time. This process is governed by regulatory ideals. In this

framework, 'sex' is a regulatory ideal that functions through a productive power. It does not merely label a body; it

enforces a set of criteria that allow a body to be recognized as human.

•  Citationality: The process by which a norm is repeated. No single act creates gender; rather, it is the constant, 

ritualized repetition of norms that creates the illusion of a fixed, 'natural' sex.

•  The Constitutive Outside: For a body to 'matter' (be recognized as a legitimate subject), there must be a 

domain of 'unlivable' or 'abject' bodies that do not matter. This exclusion is necessary for the definition of the 

'normative' body.

•  Phallogocentrism: The technical term for a system where the phallus (symbolic power) and logos (reason) are 

the central organizing principles of truth and identity.

2. Technical Breakdown: The Architecture of Performativity

In Bodies That Matter, Butler refines performativity from a 'performance' (which implies an actor) to a 'citational 

practice' (which implies a system). The technical architecture of this theory relies on several key philosophical 

pillars, including Derrida’s Iterability and Foucault’s Discursive Regimes.

The Formal Logic of Citationality

Butler utilizes the linguistic theory of speech acts(derived from J.L. Austin). A 'performative' speech act is one that

effects what it names. For example, when a doctor says, 'It’s a girl,' they are not just describing a biological reality;

they are initiating a lifelong process of 'girling'—a technical recruitment into the matrix of gender norms. This can be

modeled as a recursive loop:



1.  Initiation: The naming of the subject (interpellation).

2.  Iteration: The continuous repetition of gender-coded behaviors (citationality).

3.  Stabilization: The emergence of the 'material' body as a seemingly natural fact.

4.  Exclusion: The casting out of elements that do not fit the binary (abjection).

Theoretical Comparison Matrix: Gender Trouble vs. Bodies That Matter

The following table illustrates the technical evolution of Butler’s arguments between her two primary works:



Feature Gender Trouble (1990) Bodies That Matter (1993)

Primary Focus The subversion of gender identity. The materialization of the physical 
body.

View of 'Sex' Critiqued as a construct of gender. Analyzed as a regulatory ideal and 
'matter.'

Key Mechanism Performance/Subversion. Citationality/Iterability.

Role of the Body Implicit surface for inscription. Explicit focus on how matter is 
produced.

The 'Subject' The 'I' that performs. The 'I' produced through abjection.

3. The 'Matter' of Matter: Etymological and Ontological Analysis

Butler performs a 'genealogical' investigation into the word matter. She traces its roots back to the Latin materia 

(physical substance) and its link to mater (mother) and matrix(womb). This etymological link reveals a technical

bias in Western philosophy: matter is often associated with the feminine, the passive, and the irrational, while 'form'

is associated with the masculine, the active, and the rational.

The Matrix of Intelligibility

For a body to be 'intelligible' (understandable within a culture), it must adhere to the Heterosexual Matrix. This is a

technical grid of cultural codes that mandates a causal link between biological sex, gender identity, and sexual

desire. When a body disrupts this grid (e.g., intersex bodies, non-binary identities), it becomes 'unintelligible' and is

pushed into the zone of the abject.

Formal Properties of the Abject

The Abjectis a critical technical component in Butler’s system. It represents the 'not-me' that defines the 'me.'

Characteristics of the abject include:

•  Unlivability: These are identities that are culturally excluded from the category of 'human.'

•  Threat: The abject constantly threatens to dissolve the boundaries of the 'normal' subject.

•  Productivity: The abject is the 'constitutive outside'—the boundary that gives the center its shape.

4. Practical Implementation: Case Studies in Materialization

To demonstrate these theoretical concepts, Butler engages with various 'texts,' ranging from philosophical works to

contemporary cinema. These case studies serve as technical proofs for her theories of performativity and abjection.

Case Study A: 'Paris is Burning' and the Subversion of Norms

Butler analyzes the documentary Paris is Burning, which depicts the ballroom culture of Black and Latino drag 

queens in New York. This serves as a field guide for understanding how 'realness' is a technical achievement. In 

the balls, participants compete to see who can most perfectly 'cite' the norms of the white, middle-class elite. This 

demonstrates that 'realness' is not an essence but a technical performance of citationality.

Case Study B: The 'Lesbian Phallus'

In one of the most technical chapters, Butler deconstructs the Freudian/Lacanian link between the phallus and the 



penis. She argues that the phallus is a signifier—a symbolic tool—and therefore can be 'de-coupled' from the male

anatomy. By proposing the concept of the 'lesbian phallus,' she technically demonstrates how symbolic power can

be redistributed and recontextualized outside of heteronormative structures.

5. Technical Comparison: Discursive Limits vs. Biological Essentialism

The following table compares Butler’s discursive approach to the traditional biological essentialist model used in

many scientific and legal frameworks.



Attribute Biological Essentialism Butlerian Materialization

Source of Identity Chromosomes, hormones, anatomy. Discursive repetition and regulatory 
norms.

Stability of 'Sex' Static and immutable from birth. Dynamic; requires constant 're-
materialization.'

Function of Language Descriptive (labels what is there). Performative (creates what it names).

Intersubjectivity Independent of social recognition. Dependent on the 'matrix of 
intelligibility.'

Scope of Change Limited to medical intervention. Possible through 'subversive 
repetition.'

6. Troubleshooting and Resolving Common Misconceptions

Because of the density of Butler’s prose, several 'failure modes' exist in the common interpretation of her work.

Senior analysts must be aware of these technical nuances.

The 'Constructed = Unreal' Error

A common error is the assumption that if something is 'socially constructed,' it is not real. Butler counters this by 

arguing that construction is not opposed to reality. On the contrary, construction is the very means by which

things become real. To say a body is constructed is to describe the technical process of its materialization, not to

deny its physical existence.

The 'Voluntarism' Fallacy

Many critics argue that Butler suggests we can 'wake up and choose a new gender.' This is a misunderstanding of 

the technical term Agency. In Butler’s framework, agency is not a capacity of a pre-existing subject. Instead, 

agency is found in the slight variationsthat occur during the process of repetition. We cannot stop citing the

norms, but we can cite them 'differently,' leading to a gradual shift in the regulatory regime.

Operational Challenges in Application

•  Linguistic Complexity: Applying Butlerian theory requires a high level of literacy in post-structuralist 

terminology.

•  Political Resistance: Because Butler challenges the 'natural' basis of sex, her work often faces resistance in 

legal and policy-making environments that rely on biological binaries.

•  Intersectionality Gap: While Butler addresses race and class, some technical critics argue her primary focus 

remains on the linguistic structures of the 'subject' rather than the material conditions of labor and capital.

7. Synthesis and Broader Implications

Judith Butler’s Bodies That Matterserves as a foundational protocol for contemporary queer theory, feminist

philosophy, and critical sociology. By shifting the focus from 'what a body is' to 'how a body comes to matter,' Butler

provides a technical framework for deconstructing the power relations that govern human life. The implications of

this work extend far beyond the ivory tower; they provide the theoretical tools necessary for challenging systemic

exclusions in healthcare, law, and human rights.



The technical core of the book lies in its insistence that the 'materiality' of the body cannot be separated from the 

'power' that produces it. By understanding the discursive limits of sex, we gain the ability to expand those limits,

making room for a broader range of 'bodies that matter.' This is not merely a theoretical exercise but a technical

necessity for the development of a more inclusive and ethically robust understanding of the human condition. The

ongoing relevance of Butler’s work in the 21st century—especially regarding trans rights and non-binary recognition

—is a testament to the durability of her technical insights into the mechanics of identity and power.
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