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Abstract This paper considers epistemological implications of the concept 
of performative, starting from the elaborate conception provided by Judith 
Butler’s theories. The primary postulate of this work is that various interpre-
tations of the performative, with their semiotic shifting from the notions of 
truth-evaluability and the descriptive nature of meaning, form a line of aban-
doning traditional epistemological distinction between subject and object. 
Through other semiotic concepts which will be presented and analysed, this 
line reveals the key epistemological issues in the light of semiology, while 
Judith Butler’s concept of performativity is viewed as a possible outcome of 
this course of semiology of knowledge, resulting in final transcending of the 
category of subject.
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Performative Agency

In order to clearly outline the concept of performative in relation to se-

miology

Judith Butler’s performative may constitute a separate concept which 

-

ditional epistemology, continental and pragmatist, and constructivist 

and essentialist approaches. Hopefully, this short introduction will also 

provide the key points of demarcation that indicate semio-epistemo-

logical nature of the theory of performative in general. 

Two key areas of concern within feminist epistemology are epistemolo-

gy of privilege and feminist critique of empiricism . Instead of handling 

discrepancies in their treatment, from a neutral standpoint which plays 

a key role in feminist epistemology of privilege, in Gender Trouble, Ju-

1  While the term semiotics
not predominant, de Saussure’s term semiology
plays a crucial role in linguistics (de Saussure, 2000: 26). From now on, I will use the 

in mind its Saussurean purport.
2  For a survey of these positions in feminist epistemology, see Longino 2004: 240-264.
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the discourse with the purpose of disclosing performatively construct-

Bodies that Mat-

ter

-

-

-

In her Gender Trouble, critical focus is aimed at the concept of “natu-

the deconstruction of gender in Gender Trouble penetrates ideological 

semiotic patterns of naturalisation within the operation of power, pro-

viding the fundamental critique of empiricism. 

For the purposes of further argumentation, I would like to propose a 

dual interpretation of Butler’s concept of performative operation of 

outcomes, and second, in 

terms of its paradigmatic mechanisms. 

In terms of outcomes, performative operation of power is not under-

naturalisation. 

On the other hand, the concept of the mechanisms according to which 

its acting within the operation of power. When analysing the interest-

approaches  commonly claim the right to represent the key aggrieved 

-

holders of subjectivity on the deprived or infringed 

-

Gender Trouble 

3  For a survey of these approaches, see Anderson 2011.
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However, there is an aspect of Judith Butler’s theory in which she insists 

on the notion of localised knower and the limited perspective of the 

into focus.

naturalistic paradigm that encloses discursively constructed ontology. 

-

a pos-

teriori denoted, interpreted and played out as natural and pre-discur-

sive. Bodies that Matter goes even a step further: it argues that the entire 

dichotomy of matter and form, which is implicit in empiricism, also 

. In this sense, the-

ories and considerations of Judith Butler, with their deconstruction of 

-

the identities represented within this line of thought. 

The theory of performative also implies a twofold agency, which I will, 

for the purposes of methodology, divide into versive and subversive.  

The notion of versive

-

-

line of thought is also grounded in continental post-structuralism. 

4  In Gender Trouble

-

operate according to the semiotic criticism of deconstruction of the very categories 

pragmatist criticism of the presuppositions of concrete empirical research. 
5
6

-
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-

ler’s theory also provides the concept of subversive agency of performa-

of performatively parodied reiterations. More precisely, this means that 

-

orientation and gender identity, can in fact underline the constructed 

-

tion, such approach is also founded in pragmatist thought. 

Both of these aspects of performativity, versive and subversive, are al-

-

approach spanning over continental and pragmatist feminism , con-

necting these two traditions. 

To understand and accurately place Butler’s theory of performative 

within the semiotic frame, one should notice that such theory also tran-

-

-

construction – language.  

 is actually continued 

-

conceived of as Aristotelian “unmoved mover”. In the second version, 

7

8  For harsh critical analysis of this concept, where it is called “semiotic idealism” 
and seen as analogous to Kantian idealism with its accompanying epistemological 
repercussions in Saussure’s structuralist settings along with their later forms in (lit-
erary and philosophical) theories, which are then confronted with certain realist po-

9 -
Conclusion: The Essentials 

of Constructionism and the Construction of Essentialism, 
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-

-

simultaneousness of subjectedness and subjectivisation

-
 

-

. 

-

-

-

de-

construction.

dif-

constitutive for its meaning. Such constitution of discourse opens the 

-

-

Feminist interpretation of constructedness of gender implies cultural or 

social power operating upon and formatting the nature or some natural 

stage at which the drama of naturalness and constructedness is played 

essential construct. In her reassess-
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-

-

-

Here we can ask the following question, for whose implied answer I 

hope to provide solid arguments: what implies such necessity, if not the 

governing the most fundamental epistemological categories? 

Descriptive Concept of Meaning and the Semiotic 

Character of Subject

 opens the 

-

-

position implies further oppositions: truth-value – neutrality, descrip-

are in agreement with the descriptive theory of meaning and with re-

alist and empiricist tradition. However, the very concept of performa-

from within the 

-

-

stead of truth-value that performative lacks, Austin introduces the con-

, the 

10
11
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the main concern in Austin’s research. And the manner in which Aus-

-

tively ordered heteronomous rules is that the rules listed in Latin letters 

 intersubjective circumstances, while the Greek-al-

performative subject

-

-

aspect of Butler’s conception of performativity. In other words, there 

 and Butler’s 

versive

one hand abuses 

and the subversive aspect of performativity in the sense of revealing the 

-

-

here it seems that Austin already places this aspect precisely in a sys-

more interestingly – within the very doer.

-

12
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-

-

ing, as implied in rethic act, is relevant in terms of deconstruction. Thus 

concerns Austin’s systematically and a posteriorly de-performatised lo-

cution. This implies two intentions relating to two modes of meaning 

the second is the illocutionary “force” of the utterance. So the point of 

-

tute a surpassing of the descriptive theory of meaning.  On the oth-

er hand, Austin’s perlocutionary

per se

-

-

-

-

13

th -

-

areas of reality in regard to meaning: while dictum constitutes a description of the 

his notion of modus – instead of understanding it as an element of psychological 
nature, he sees it as an element of language itself.
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-

erativity of illocutionary performative towards its perlocutionary result 

-

-

tween modus and dictum a result of the concept of language as a per-

-

-

-

-

descriptive concept of meaning. 

epistemology necessarily presupposes its own semiology . In a more 

concrete sense, it also applies vice versa: a semiotic shift concerning 

argumentative nature of meaning, cannot fail to invoke an alternative 

epistemology. 

-

producer , locutor  and enunciator. This last category is the one that 

14

15  Producer of utterance is a person performing the phonetic or graphic activity of 
-

16 -

within the statement itself. Locutor is in fact the closest category to Benveniste’s lin-
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perspective

the utterance – as uttering, an event played out in real-time. Locutor 

-

(depending on whether we perceive it from the standpoint of hierarchy, 

according to the levels of mimesis, or we see it in terms of layers with-

-

-

-

argument? 

-

tains an aspect of performativity that concerns enactment of an argu-

ment. We may perceive this enactment as occurring among several dif-

-

-

“as-it-is” reality of an argument – argument is as-truth for enunciator 

-

ciator itself and the argument in fact constitutes a role, which is nothing 

else than an act of presenting an argument as truth. 

Enunciator represents a point of view which favours a particular con-

-

tor functions as an argument and not as an information or description, 

which constitute essential elements of descriptive theory of meaning. It 

-

cal meaning here – argumentative functions do not constitute premises 

for logical conclusions, nor do they in any way correspond with logical 

-

perlocution is. In 
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relation to that, let me present the concept of performative as thus far 

language-system consisting of 

Presentment or enactment of a performance in speech 

-

ute of the language itself) 

taken as a reality, i.e. it acts as 

real 

Within the drama which is constitutive for meaning. 

-

denoting in the traditional 

linguistic sense. acting-as

as in Butler’s theory performative constitutes its denotations simulta-

the language-system itself.

topos (pl. topoi) . The sca-

-

guage and meaning in their relation to logic, since the rules of logic do 

not tolerate levels and shades of “truthiness”.

-

-

-

tem, it is not immediately clear whether it necessarily implies the most 

17  Taken from Aristotle’s rhetoric, roughly speaking, topos denotes some general 
-

leading towards a conclusion Z (which is the case with every statement provided that 

the background of each segment of argumentative discourse, are as fol-

18
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Bodies that 

Matter

-

them having in mind their Foucaultian origins . I would here propose 

-

ally acts as a regulatory ideal. The question is, however, can an identity, 

of topos, in which the concept of gender Q is discursively connected 

-

-

-

-

tem itself – precisely underscoring the necessity which Butler insists on 

in her attempts to avoid constructivist radicalism. In speech acts, argu-

illocutionarily aiming

always circulating. This very circulation of aiming -

-

-

-

-

cal operation of identity (A=A) from within the very structure of lan-

guage. Therefore, provided that we accept all the analogies which I have 

previously postulated, the route from Austin’s performative to Judith 

Butler’s performativity, which leads to cancellation of the traditional 

concerning interpretation of performative that demark the phases in 

reformulation of traditional epistemology. 

19
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Social and Individual in the Concept of Performative 

-

veniste -

authoritativeness. The authority 

of speaking authorities in performative and the authority of speaking 

while not speaking from the position of authority, might perform a per-

is not in accordance with norms, consequently not drawing the author-

ity from its own citationality, thus descends to the level of an impera-

-

-

constitution of any identity? And isn’t Benveniste’s two-way operation 

in the concept of interpellation, which Judith Butler inherits from Al-

of the mechanism of operation of power and the performative actions 

-

derstand how power is originated, in accordance to Foucault’s logic, Ju-

-

In the same way, Benveniste’s other two conditions for performative, 

uniqueness and autoreferentiality, make room for the concept of iter-

-

-

ler’s concept of performative. This indicates that the authority is in fact 

In his essay Signature, Event, Context -

-

20
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-

receiver necessary for any code, the code’s potential for citation in new 

the sign whose essence is in its iterativity of the same within the other-

If we now apply this concept to the circumstances Austin operates with 

-

tion of these circumstances as circumstances performs a certain form-

-

in this deconstructionist direction, Butler postulates that the performa-

-

tivity which is altogether performative . 

Austin himself has completely isolated in the concept of perlocution 

-

-

tionary performance. This is the reason why performative must always 

21 -
formatives in a poem, monologue or in a stage performance) is grounded in a similar 

-

very eventfulness, since it has the power to transform the nature of the concept of 

one used Genette’s model of diegetic universe, thus placing the issue of «parasitism» 
into much clearer relations. For a comprehensive overview and critical insight on the 
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-

as a condition for reality’s eventfulness in contemporary narratological 

sense . The eventfulness of performative, which we understand as fac-

-

In citationality or encodedness of iterative utterance (formula), in addi-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

tion to this versive concept that here plays part in analogies with Ben-

 

-

-

thus underscoring a chasm in their structure, and their own citational-

In Judith Butler’s theory, participation in semiotic structure of reality in 

the sense of interpellative marking for the right of assuming a position 

-

ture of this necessity is the same as that of the necessity of connection 

22

23
24
the necessity of this link for linguistic functionality) results in shifting of focus of 
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-

nature of sign whose semiosis operates within performative. 

Conclusion

the fundamentally semiotic nature of key epistemological categories. 

-

-

-

implicitly provides a notion of simultaneously individual and collective 

character of the constitutive force in performative. This introduces the 

-

tivating character. In the same way, Benveniste’s conditions regarding 

uniqueness and autoreferentiality of performative open the way for the 

Austin’s concept of performative. 

-

taking a form of a necessary representation. The very notion of reality is determined 
-

to deconstructionist elements in Butler’s concept of performative. For the purposes 
The nature of linguistic 

sign
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-

-

-

-

-

tutes the systemic cause of iteration, or – in Butler’s terms – compulsion 

perlocutionary nature of accumulated repetition. 

-

-

-

theory of meaning has resulted in several implications. First, that lan-

-

-

cally inaugurates the constitutive role of topos as regulatory ideal, and 

-

tem whose nature of meaning implies the drama of performing “truthi-

-

This provides the second argument concerning the initial question: the 

very semiotic nature of truth includes performance of argument as the 
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-

Primljeno: 5. decembra 2013.
Prihvaćeno: 10. januara 2014.
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