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Performativity and Pedagogy: The Making of
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Abstract. Building from J.L. Austin’s concept of ‘performative,’ this essay explores the produc-
tion of subjectivity and of educational subjects by applying important work from Judith Butler on
Foucault, Derrida, and as centrally illustrative, through an analysis of sex and gender. Given this
analytical framework, the turn is then to “queer performativity” and the possibility of performative
power in pedagogy. The last draws assistance from Valerie Walkerdine, Homi Bhabha and especially
James Donald.

Introduction

This essay is part of a larger project on embodied subjects, on the produc-
tion/construction of the educated subject. It is this complex process of subject-
formation that brings me to the theme of this special issue: performativity and
performance. Drawing primarily on recent theoretical work both within and outside
of educational studies,1 I focus on the notion of performativity as developed by
Judith Butler to highlight the way language ‘produces’ (gendered) subjects. Then,
I explore the productive relationship between the pedagogic and the performative.

Setting the Stage for Performativity

As James Marshall has reminded us,2 the concept of the performative was first
analyzed by J. L. Austin in 1955 in the William James Lectures at Harvard,
lectures reissued in the now-classic-for-analytic philosophersHow to Do Things
with Words. In that articulation, we are given a (deceptively?) simple distinction
between two ways we use words: the constative and the performative utterance.
As literary theorist Jonathan Culler details, the former kind of utterances “make a
statement, describe a state of affairs, and are true or false” (Culler, 1997, p. 95). The
latter, however, “are not true or false and actually perform the action to which they
refer” (Ibid.). For example, in Austin’s now off-cited case of wedding vows, we are
shown how saying ‘I do’ in the appropriate circumstances actuallyperformsthe act
of marriage. Furthermore, given that performatives are neither true nor false, Austin
introduced the criteria of “successful or unsuccessful” and “felicitous or infeli-
citous” to evaluate them (see Felman, 1993, p. 16). In simple terms, performatives
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either work or they don’t. At the time Austin made his distinctions, he intended to
challenge, even revolutionize, the way philosophy was done. Further, this strategy
was “to oppose the philosopher’s fixation on their favorite form of utterance, the
statement . . . and to shake our confidence in the true/false dichotomy” (Gould,
1995, p. 23).

Austin’s performatives have made a comeback in certain contemporary philo-
sophical discourse – albeit in a decidedly transformed mode – especially through
the poststructuralist reworkings of Jacques Derrida and Judith Butler. Indeed Culler
suggests that this resurgence of the performative is understandable given how it
“brings into focus important issues concerning meaning and effects of language
and leads to questions of identity and the nature of the subject” (Culler, 1997,
p. 95). Given their own interests in identity formation, critical/feminist educa-
tional studies scholars have become increasingly committed to understanding the
performative force of language and to unpacking the complex relations between
and among subjectivity, discourse, and pedagogy.3 A recent addition to the liter-
ature is Elizabeth Ellsworth’s book,Teaching Positions: Difference, Pedagogy and
the Power of Address(1997) which traces the mode of address in pedagogical
relations. In her treatment Ellsworth draws on literary and film theory to offer a
unique reading of pedagogy as a ‘performative act.’

To further critical/feminist projects in education, I focus in this article on the
work of American post-structuralist feminist philosopher, Judith Butler, who has
re-theorized the effects of performative utterances to reveal their power vis-a-vis
the constitution and reconfiguration of selves (see Schatzki and Natter, 1996, p. 15).
Butler offers a way to grasp the power of language as it is inscribed in/on/through
the body.

Butler Performs Austin Through Derrida Through Foucault

Like others who have been influenced by deconstruction and postructuralist theory,
Butler refuses binaries and dualities in understanding the formation of subjectivity.
For example, in her important critique of Pierre Bourdieu’s notion ofhabitus–
“those embodied rituals of everydayness by which a given culture produces and
sustains belief in its own ‘obviousness’ ” (Butler, 1996, p. 30) – she objects to his
separation of the linguistic and the social. Although Butler resonates to Bourdieu’s
“embodied” analysis of performativity, she is skeptical of his dualistic thinking and
asks:

once the body is established as a site for the working through of performative
force, i.e., as the site where performative commands are received, inscribed,
carried out, or resisted, can the social and linguistic dimensions that Bourdieu
insists on keeping theoretically separate be separated at all in practice? (1996,
p. 31).

What she offers instead is a nonreifying analysis of bodily performativity that
stresses the constitutive powers of repeated processes of interpellation (Schatzki
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and Natter, 1996, p. 16). These interpellations, such as that of gender, occur in
a matrix of relations in which the (gendered) subject is produced. For example,
Butler tells us that a “girl is ‘girled,’ [that is] brought into the domain of language
and kinship through the interpellation of gender” (Butler, 1993, p. 7). This interpel-
lation is repeated and reiterated: the “girling” continues and is reinforced over time
(1993, pp. 8–9). It is Butler’s grasp of the “repeated processes of interpellation,”
of the forcible citation of norms, that offers critical educationists an opportunity
to better understand how educated subjects come into being – how the body is
‘schooled’ into particular identities, subjectivities – even as they may be resisted
or transformed.

Demonstrating her critical deconstructive capacities, Butler also refuses to
accept the “given,” taken-for-granted assumptions upon which most philosophy
rests – particularly about sex and gender and the discursive practices that shape
them. She “troubles the waters”4 that make language appear transparent. One of
her challenges is to the self-evident authority of language and the source of that
authority that many philosophers take for granted. This is where Butler, although
indebted to him at one level, contests Austin’s notion of the performative utterance
as a ‘singular act.’ Originating from Derrida the question is this:

Could a performative utterance succeed if its formulation did not repeat a
‘coded’ or iterable utterance, or in other words, if the formula I pronounce
in order to open a meeting, launch a ship or a marriage were not identifiable as
conforming with an iterable model, if it were not then identifiable in some way
as a ‘citation’? (Derrida in Butler, 1993, p. 13).5

Building on this interrogation in her latest book on “injurious speech,” Butler
argues that although “the illocutionary speech act performs its deedat the moment
of utterance. . . to the extent that the moment isritualized, it is never merely a
single moment . . . [it] exceeds itself in past and future directions” (Butler, 1997,
p. 3). Like Derrida, Butler maintains that “to the extent that it (the performative
utterance) acquires an act-like status in the present, it conceals or dissimulates the
conventions of which it is a repetition” (Butler, 1993, p. 12). Butler’s position on
iterability – “a regularized and constrained repetition of norms. . . a ritual reiter-
ated under and through constraint” (1993, p. 95) – should be of interest to us in
educational studies for has it not been the educational system’s primary societal
task to ‘transmit’ norms to the next generation: Is not the school the site for much
that counts as ‘identity-formation’ and ‘identity-fixing’ through repeated acts of
“norming”?

Another place Butler “troubles the waters” is in her understanding of agency
and the subject. She employs her postructuralist re-formulation of the relationship
between the speaking subject and language by arguing that even though there is
no “prediscursive ‘I’,” no stable subject “prior to the cultural field it negotiates,”
there is still the possibility for agency (Butler, 1990, pp. 142–143). She shakes up
liberals and Marxists alike – including many feminists – when she suggests that the
iterability of norms “is not performedby a subject; this repetition is whatenables
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a subject and constitutes the temporal conditionfor the subject” (my emphasis)
(Butler, 1993, p. 95). It is here that we see most clearly Foucault’s influence on
Butler, particularly his articulation of the power of discourse to produce subjects.
This formulation runs counter to the liberal-humanist tradition that privileges the
autonomous, choice-making, rational, ‘pre-discursive’ self. It also challenges some
of the founding principles of feminist politics that “assumed that there is a ‘doer’
behind the deed” (Butler, 1990, p. 25). Butler insists “that the ‘doer’ is variably
constructed in and through the deed” (1990, p. 142).

Performing Gender: Repetitions and Exclusions

As just described, Butler develops her theory of peformativity through an
analysis of sex and gender. In opposing the “substance view of gender” held by
certain feminists, as Schatzki puts this, she offers “a ‘performance’ conception
. . . [wherein] gender identity is not an attribute of a thing (the self) but a combining
of four types of elements: sex, gender, sexual practice and desire” (Schatzki, 1996,
pp. 58–59). In this view, one comes to be gendered “through the performative
combination of these (four) factors”; “a ‘corporeal style’ established in a stylized
repetition of acts” (1996, p. 59). In this regard, Butler herself writes that “the regu-
latory norms of ‘sex’ work in a performative fashion to constitute the materiality
of bodies”; to produce gendered subjects (Butler, 1993, p. 2).

In Butler’s reworking of Austin’s performatives, the repeated acts that produce
one as a man or a woman are dependent on social conventions and cultural
habits. As Culler notes, “Just as there are regular, socially established ways of
promising, making a bet, giving orders, and getting married, so there are socially
established ways of being a man or being a woman” (Culler, 1997, pp. 103–
104). Ah, yes, here is the rub. We know, as Schatzki contributes, that not every
possible performative combination of this gendering “corporeal style” is permitted
(Schatzki, 1996, p. 18). Social regulatory practices prescribe and police gender
identities, gender norms. Within Butler’s explanation, these gender norms produce
gendered subjects through “a set of enforced criteria of intelligibility” (Butler,
1993, p. 55). Consequently, the “normative force of performativity – its power to
establish what qualifies as ‘being’ – works not only through reiteration, butthrough
exclusionas well (my emphasis)” (1993, p. 188).

One such form of exclusion comes through the pervasive heternormativity of
most (gender-ed) discourse. Here I turn to Eve Sedgwick and Andrew Parker’s
(1995) recent reflections on “queer performativity” in their edited collection,
Performativity and Performance. Butler admires Sedgwick’s ‘queer’ look at the
centrality of the marriage ceremony in J. L. Austin’s examples (see Butler, 1993,
p. 224). To understand the position on the concealed, naturalized, ‘heterosexualiz-
ation’ of the social bond, here at length are Parker and Sedwick:

Austin keeps going back to that formula ‘first person singular present indicative
active’ . . . and the marriage example makes me wonder about the apparently
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natural way the first-person speaking, acting, and pointing subject gets consti-
tuted in marriage through a confident appeal to state authority, through the
calm interpellation of others present as ‘witnesses,’ and through the logic of
(heterosexual) supplement whereby individual subjective agency is guaranteed
by the welding into a cross-gender dyad. The subject of “I do” is an “I” insofar
as he or she assents in becoming a part of a sanctioned, cross-gender “we” so
constituted in the presence of a “they”; and the I “does,” or has agency in the
matter, only by ritually mystifying its overidentification with the powers (for
which no pronoun obtains) of state and church. . . the emergence of the first
person, of the singular, of the active, and of the indicative are allquestions
rather thanpresumptions, for queer performativity (my emphasis) (Parker and
Sedgwick, 1995, p. 10).6

What Sedgwick does with this ‘queer’ reading of Austin, looking at the “thither
side of ‘I do,’ ” (Ibid.) is to expose the exclusionary structure of the performative
utterance and challenge what Austin takes for granted as ‘normal’ or ‘natural.’
Butler reinforces this critique of the exclusionary power of language when she
asserts that “the human is not only produced over and against the inhuman, but
through a set of foreclosures, radical erasures. . . ” (Butler, 1993, p. 8). We in the
field of education would do well to attend to the normalizing, exclusionary power
of what is said, done, and erased in schools. Many exclusions are performed,in
spite of ourselves, unintentionally. As much as we speak words, wordsspeakus.

Pedagogy, Performativity and Power

Butler extends the queer critique by asserting that “performative acts are forms of
authoritativespeech. . . that, in the uttering . . .exercise a binding power” (1993,
p. 225, my emphasis). Performative acts not only make things happen, but do so
because they are a form of authoritative speech, and hence, exercise binding power
as a consequence. It is with this move to authoritative speech and binding power
that I want to turn directly to the field of education and schooling to elucidate the
productive relations between pedagogy and performativity.

From a Foucauldian stance, the self is constituted in two ways: through technol-
ogies of domination and technologies of the self. The combined effects of these
two technologies is what Foucault refers to as ‘governmentality,’ or ‘policing.’ The
school is one of the central institutions in which these disciplinary techniques are
exercised, where the self is constituted through ‘official’ discourses. Schools are
places where one learns what can be said and what must be left unsaid, what is
acceptable to do and be – and what is not. Once the individual comes to know
what to expect as ‘normal’ through the dominant regimes of truth that circulate in
schooling, she actuallyconstructs herself– and is constructed – through particular
speech acts that are theeffectsof these dominant discursive practices.

And moreso, we who offer a critical perspective on schooling need to remember
that it is not only the ‘official’ discourses with which we must reckon, but also
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the ‘unofficial.’ Butler offers marvelous insight about the power of the performa-
tive “not only as an act . . . [of] already authorized effects, but precisely as social
ritual” (Butler, 1996, p. 43). In her frame, not only are schools places of/for offi-
cial discourses, but they are sites where ritualized production occurs “under and
through the force of prohibition and taboo, with the threat of ostracism. . . ” (Butler,
1993, p. 95). For example, in order to grasp the complexity of “the racialization of
a subject or its gendering,” Butler warns us that one’s gender or race “is performa-
tively induced from various and diffuse quarters that do not always operate as
‘official’ discourse” (Butler, 1996, p. 40). James Donald and Valerie Walkerdine
are two educational theorists who grasp the performative power of both official
and unofficial discourse.

In his inventive bookSentimental Education, Donald (1992) takes up Foucault’s
analysis and applies it to education and curriculum. He cites Foucault who insists
that “any system of education is a political way of maintaining or modifying the
appropriation of discourses, along with the knowledges and powers which they
carry” (1992, p. 46). For Donald, as for Foucault, in critically examining the
performative power of the schooling process, what mattered was

less the manifest content of syllabuses . . . than the cultural rules embodied in
what was taught and how it was taught: those implicit rules that define what is
true, what is relevant, what is normal, what is valuable, and who has the right
to give voice to a particular discourse (Ibid.).

More concretely, in her treatment of schooling for girls,Schoolgirl Fictions
(1990), Walkerdine deconstructs the cultural rules embodied in curriculum and
pedagogy. Also indebted to Foucauldian post-structuralism – with a feminist twist
– Walkerdine offers a look at the way a modern school not only “regulates
both what ‘a child’ is and how learning and teaching are to be considered. . . ”
(1990, p. 32). She also sheds light on the normalization and regulation of sex and
gender (Ibid., p. 69). For example, in a brilliant deconstruction of progressive,
child-centered pedagogy, Walkerdine demonstrates how particular discourses of
femininity produce “nice, kind and helpful girls – girls who are like their teachers”
(Ibid., p. 96).

Not only does language and discourse producesubjects, it also producesculture
andnation.Here I return to James Donald who elaborates his thesis on education
and schooling by focusing on culture and the “polylogic field of forces” that consti-
tute it. Like Butler, he resists dualisms and binaries that suggest either that “people
make society” or that “society makes people” (Donald, 1992, p. 2). For Donald,
“the relationship is neither a one-way determination, nor evan a dialectic: it is
characterized by oscillation, slippage and unpredictable transformations” (1992,
p. 2). And just as Butler knew that unofficial discourses were as powerful as offi-
cial, he too suggests that “strategies and discourses of governmental apparatuses
tell only half the story” (Ibid.). This leads him to look at popular culture for he
thinks “it is equally important to look at the unrecorded but resourceful impro-
visations of everyday life” (Ibid., pp. 2–3). Like many of us in critical education
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studies, Donald is well aware of the way curriculum is capable of categorizing
people, of specifying “what it is to be educated, cultivated, discriminating, clever”
(Ibid., p. 46). At the same time, he understands the power of everyday performative
practices. Raised in England, Donald is particularly interested in the class distinc-
tions that are reinforced through schoolingandpopular culture there. He offers a
complex analysis of how people are taught their place in a rigid class societyat
the same timethat they produce a general identification with the English upper
class through the imaginary of ‘being English.’ He uses popular literature and film
to unpack the mutually interacting process of subjectification and nation building
that occurs through the “dynamics between the pedagogic and the performative”
(Ibid.). In particular, he explores these dynamics through a post-colonial linking of
literature, nation and race (Ibid., p. 48). Influenced by the work of Edward Said,
Donald makes evident the role of education and popular culture in the “forma-
tion of a national culture” (Ibid.) and in the production of “Englishness” (Ibid,
p. 53). Eschewing a reductionist or dualistic analysis of subject-formation just as
Butler does, Donald maintains that since “language is simultaneously external and
internal to the speaking subject . . . [it] isbothpedagogical in teaching [students] the
awesome responsibility of being Englishandperformative in that it is only through
their speech that the nation is given voice and so redeemed” (Ibid., p. 54). This post-
structuralist account is anticipated in the work of the post-colonial theorist, Homi
Bhabha (1990). Like Donald, Bhabha speaks to the performative significance of
the pedagogical in his volumeNation and Narration, and shows “how ‘the people’
come to be constructed through a range of discourses” (Bhabha, 1990, p. 297).
In agreement with Donald and Butler about the ritualized, repetitive power of
performatives, Bhabha demonstrates how “the scraps, patches, and rags of daily
life must berepeatedlyturned into the signs of a nationalculture” (1990, p. 297).
At the same time, this very process, this “narrative performance” produces more
and more “nationalsubjects” (my emphasis) (Ibid.).

The Making of Educational Subjects

I began this paper linking the analytic work on performative utterances of J. L.
Austin to the post-structuralist account of performativity offered by Judith Butler.
My intent was to provide critical philosophers of education with a theoretical
context for understanding the power of language in producing educational subjects.
This exploratory account merely scratches the surface in looking at the discursive
effects of schooling and cultural practices. Yet, perhaps it can open up different
ways to better grasp the complexity of the process of subject-formation, of how
we come to be the people we are. More importantly, we may have clearer insight
into how the acts we perform as teachers and scholars affect the production of those
embodied subjects – our raced, classed, gendered and sexed students – who sit with
and before us each day in the classrooms and corridors of the schools in which we
work.7



326 WENDY KOHLI

Notes
1 See for example Judith Butler, James Donald, Elizabeth Ellsworth, Valerie Walkerdine, Alison
Jones, and Homi Bhabha.
2 See Marshall’s essay in this collection.
3 I think here of Valerie Walkerdine, Deborah Britzman, Patti Lather, Elizabeth Ellsworth, Alison
Jones, Sue Middleton, and Petra Munro to name just a few.
4 See for example, Butler’s (1990) groundbreaking work.
5 See the essay “Signature, Event, Context,” in Derrida (1972, 1991).
6 See Eve Sedwick (1993),“Queer Performativity: Henry James’s Art of the Novel (GLQ 1:1,
1993),” as quoted in Parker and Sedgwick, 1995, p. 10.
7 This essay was presented as part of the symposium, “Transgressing Boundaries: Calling Perfor-
mance/Performativity into Question,” Division B, SIGs Philosophical Studies in Education and
Arts-Based Educational Research, American Educational Research Association, San Diego, 1998.
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