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Chapter IV  

Masquerade: Gender as Performance 

‘[S]ex’ not only functions as a norm, but 

is part of a regulatory practice that 

produces the bodies it governs, that is, 

whose regulatory force is made clear as a 

kind of productive power, the power to 

produce – demarcate, circulate, 

differentiate – the bodies it controls.  

            (Judith Butler, Bodies 1)19 

 

     With the rising of the concern about women’s status and situation in society, 

feminists have made great endeavors to expose the underlying dominant ideology of 

presumed attributes of gendered behavior so as to deconstruct the apparent coherent 

ideologies of sex and gender.  The issue of the connection between “feminine” and 

“female” has been the focus of many feminists.  While “feminine” is used to 

“represent social constructs,” “female” represents “the purely biological aspects of 

sexual differences” (Moi 65).  Furthermore, with the emergence of Foucault’s theory 

of the way how power and discourse work, feminists aim to show that assumed 

feminine characteristics are constructed on the basis of regulatory discourse, which 

works together with power.  Thus, in order to disclose the fact that femininity is a 

social construct, feminists bring the construction of femininity as well as those gender 
                                                 
19 This quotation is from Judith Butler’s Bodies That Matters: on the Discursive Limits of “Sex.”  
(New York: Routledge, 1993), 1.  
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assignments to the core in order to illustrate that gender is constructed by dominant 

ideology.   

     As regards the idea of revealing the underlying conception of femininity as 

performance, most of the critics hold positive attitudes toward Carter’s adopting 

masquerade strategy (Robinson 77, Peach 132).  According to Sally Robinson, 

Carter’s use of masquerade “disrupts an essentialist equation between biological sex 

and social gender” (77).  Besides, Linden Peach also maintains that by masquerade, 

“[Carter] challenges male definitions of women” (133).  This chapter aims to 

analyze Nights at the Circus with Judith Butler’s theory of performativity and Luce 

Irigaray’s theory of masquerade.  This chapter begins with the introduction of the 

two theories.  Then, this chapter interprets the novel with Butler and Irigaray’s 

theories so as to exemplify the notion that femininity and masculinity are not 

restricted to female or male bodies.   

     With regard to the concept of gender as construction, Butler’s theory of 

performativity has to be elucidated first.  When it comes to unveiling femininity as a 

construct, the theory of performativity can be seen as an effective tactic to disclose the 

underlying ideology behind the construction.  The concept of sex and gender has 

long been the major concern of feminists.  While Anglo-American feminism lays 

“stress on women’s experience,” French feminism puts more emphasis on “notions of 

female subjectivity” (Smith 134-5).  French feminists are concerned with female 

subjectivity, “which contests the subordinated position of women in […] 

institutionalized power relations” (Brooker 211).  Thus, feminists aim to improve the 

situation of women in the society and to show that those standards, which privilege 
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men over women, are constructed and intrinsically preposterous.  Femininity, in 

particular, is one constructed concept imposed on women by patriarchy, which 

justifies itself by stressing that “masculine power and feminine passivity is the normal 

form of sexuality” (Barker 241).  By arguing femininity as a construct, feminists 

want to destabilize those presumed conceptions and subvert the essentialist thoughts 

about females and femininity.   

     When it comes to the connection between sex and gender, French feminists’ 

viewpoints have been influenced by Foucault’s theory.  Foucault has been known as 

the one who analyzes the underlying connection between knowledge, discourse, and 

power.  As Foucault remarks: “[P]ower and knowledge directly imply one another” 

(DP 27).20  The production of discourse is “controlled, selected, organized and 

redistributed according to a number of procedures whose role is to avert its powers 

and its dangers, to master the unpredictable event” (qtd. in Sheridan 121).  Discourse, 

thus, are closely interwoven with power.  Discourse as well as power works together 

to strengthen “certain established identities or subjectivities” (Brooker 67).  Through 

the workings of discourse and power, knowledge and truth are generated in 

accordance with “hierarchical arrangement” so as to support those ideologies, which 

are thought of as valid and natural.  According to Foucault, “[N]othing can exist as 

an element of knowledge if […] it […] does not conform to a set of rules and 

constraints characteristics” (DP 52).  The standard judging whether a concept is 

regarded as valid or not is set according to the rules that knowledge sets.  

                                                 
20 DP is a shortened term for Foucault’s Discipline and Punishment: the Birth of the Prison.  All 
subsequent quotations from this book will be indicated with the shortened term, DP, and page numbers 
in parenthesis.  
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Consequently, power, knowledge, and discourse are interconnected.  As Danaher et 

al declare, “[K]nowledge and truth are produced out of power struggles […] and they 

are used to authorize and legitimate the workings of power” (64).  In addition, 

through their working, they produce the truth, which controls people’s behavior.  

What is thought of as real and true is actually decided by power relations.  Foucault 

points out how discourse formulates certain kind of truth and regulation: “[Truth] is 

produced and transmitted under the control, dominant if not exclusive, of a few great 

political and economic apparatuses” (DP 73).  Hence, what is regarded as true and 

authentic is actually predominated by discourse.  Discourse sets up rules and makes 

people conform to those rules.  As Chris Barker states, “[D]iscourse offers speaking 

persons subject positions from which to make sense of the world while ‘subjecting’ 

speakers to the rules and disciplines of those discourses” (236).  A person’s act is 

already regulated by discourse.  Through discourse and power, people’s lives and 

acts are regulated by rules they set.  Moreover, when people fail to follow those rules, 

they will be punished.  Discourse sets the line between what is considered normal 

and what is abnormal, and between what is allowed to exist and what is forbidden.   

     Discourse regulates people’s lives through setting standards and rules.  Among 

the subjects which discourse controls, sex and gender have been regulated from the 

very beginning.  As Danaher et al proclaim, sex and sexuality have been regulated 

under the power of discourse: “[S]ex and sexuality together comprise a set of 

practices, behaviours, rules and knowledges by which we produce ourselves, and are 

produced, as ‘knowing’ – ethical, social and juridical – subjects” (136).  Therefore, 

to become a subject in society is to follow the rules that “the mechanisms of power 
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are addressed to the body” (HS 147).21  To become a male or female “is to be 

subjected to a set of social regulations, to have the law that directs those regulations 

reside both as the formative principle of one’s sex, gender […]” (GT 96).  A person 

is controlled under the rules of sex and gender since the time he was born, for the 

baby would be asked whether it is a boy or a girl (Bodies 232).22  Thus, once the 

baby is gendered, it has to show and observe those expected behavior of its gender.  

One has to obey the rules of what a man or what a woman should be like so as to be 

classified as normal.  According to Chris Barker, people “are gendered through the 

power of regulated and regulatory discourses” (237).  A sexed body decides what 

acts a person should act on.  From the beginning, the body has become the location 

on which power has influences: “[T]he types of body we possess (old/young, 

male/female, gorgeous/needs some work) mark us as particular types of individuals” 

[sic] (Danaher et al 133).  The body marks out the gender; therefore, one is 

anticipated to exhibit the characteristics of one’s corresponding gender category.  

Thus, to be a male or a female is rather a social construct than a natural biological 

determination.   

     In view of the influence that discourse has on the concept of sex and gender, 

Butler adopts Foucault’s viewpoint about power and discourse.  Butler argues that 

gender is actually a cultural construct: “[G]ender is a kind of persistent impersonation 

that passes as the real” (GT x).  According to gender norms, men are represented as 

                                                 
21 HS is a shortened term for Foucault’s The History of Sexuality, Vol 1: an Introduction.  All 
subsequent quotations from this book will be indicated with the shortened term, HS, and page numbers 
in parenthesis.  
22 Bodies is a shortened term for Judith Butler’s Bodies that Matters: on the Discursive Limits of Sex.  
All subsequent quotations from this book will be indicated with the shortened term, Bodies, and page 
numbers in parenthesis.  
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strong and courageous while women are represented as fragile and dependent.  The 

gender norms, which assign males with active roles and females with passive roles, 

not only enhance the binarism but also “reinforce male authority over women” 

(Brooker 91).  In the patriarchal society, men and women are evaluated according to 

the dualism, which privileges men over women.  As a result, women are assigned the 

features with traits inclusive of passiveness, weakness and so forth.  Being a female 

is indeed being regulated by dominant discourse.  As Butler states: 

          This is a girl, however, who is compelled to ‘cite’ the norm in order to 

          qualify and remain a viable subject.  Femininity is thus not the product 

          of choice, but the forcible citation of a norm, one whose complex 

          historicity is indissociable from relations of discipline, regulation, 

          punishment. (Bodies 232) 

The regulatory discourse sets up rules concerning how a woman or a man should 

behave so as to normalize those standards.  The gendered behavior people display is 

made by “social norms and practices, by the institutions and discourses that regulate 

our behavior, and by the way we regulate ourselves” (Danaher et al 136).  

If one possesses a female body, one is expected to present female characteristics and 

if one possesses a male body, one is expected to present male characteristics.  As 

Foucault proclaims, the body is the location where “power relations have an 

immediate hold upon it; they invest it, mark it, train it” (DP 25).  Consequently, 

since one was born, one’s body has been marked by dominant discourse and is 

requested to perform the roles imposed on it.   

     The body is the site of regulation; therefore, the body is controlled by discourse.  
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As Brooker maintains, “[T]he body has been stigmatized by gendered, sexualized and 

racialized significations in order to justify normative power structures” (19).  The 

behavior that a male body and a female body exhibit is “understood as expressive 

attributes of ‘male’ and ‘female’” [sic] (GT 17).  Hence, gender is shown to be 

“performatively produced and compelled by the regulatory practices of gender 

coherence” (GT 24).  Instead of being an authentic representation of sexed bodies, 

gender is “the apparatus by which the production and normalization of masculine and 

feminine take place” (UG 42)23.  As a consequence, femininity is a construct which 

is made in accordance with the concepts regarding what women’s behavior should be 

like.  It is set and fixed as a set of normal standards in order to conceal the fact that it 

“is complexly produced through identificatory and performative practices” (UG 212).  

The standards, on which women should act accordingly, “are already orchestrated by 

power precisely at that moment in which the terms of ‘acceptable’ categorization are 

instituted” (UG 215).  If a woman fails to observe those rules, she would be 

classified as unacceptable and odd.  Thus, those, who do not perform the set 

regulations, would be disciplined and punished.  

     Gender, which results from the struggles of power relations, can also be a site 

where the resistance toward discourse lies, for “[p]ower produces resistance to itself” 

(Danaher at al xiv).  Gender theory aims to expose the natural link between sex and 

gender and thus it questions the concept that sex is nature and that gender is a direct 

copy of the sex.  As Butler remarks, “Such acts, gestures, enactments, generally 

constructed, are performative in the sense that the essence or identity that they 
                                                 
23 UG is a shortened term of Butler’s Undoing Gender.  All subsequent quotations from this book will 
be indicated with the shortened term, UG, and page numbers in parenthesis.  
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otherwise purport to express are fabrications manufactured and sustained through 

corporeal signs and other discursive means” (GT 136).  Masculinity and femininity 

are produced out of regulated norms, which generate “the process of normalization, 

the way that certain norms, ideas and ideals hold way over embodied life, provide 

coercive criteria for normal “men” and “women” (UG 206).  The gender norms not 

only define what can be viewed as “’real’ men and ‘real’ women” (UG 206) but also 

demarcate the distinction between what is thought of as normal and what is abnormal.  

Furthermore, because of the inequality between males and females in the society, 

femininity and masculinity are evaluated according to different standards.  Women, 

in particular, are expected to meet those standards.  If women do not exhibit features 

of required gendered behavior they would be excluded from the category of ‘normal’ 

women due to norms’ ability of exclusion.  Nevertheless, gender can also be the 

location where prescribed regulations are broken by the means of revealing the 

constructed nature of sex and gender category and the compelled nature of the 

category.  As Butler remarks, “Gender is the mechanism by which notions of 

masculine and feminine are produced and naturalized, but gender might very well be 

the apparatus by which such terms are deconstructed and denaturalized” (UG 42).  

Therefore, sex and gender prove to be constructed and regulated from the very 

beginning rather than natural.   

     Since gender is fundamentally socially constructed, the gendered behavior, 

which reinforces the dualism of gender, should be considered merely the performance 

rather than the representation of one’s true essences.  By bringing the constructed 

nature of gender into the core, we may know that gender is exposed as “an effect and 
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function of a decidedly public and social discourse” (GT 136), as gender theory aims 

to explore “the pitfalls of gender assignment, whether that assignment is essential, 

constructed or performance” (Garber 51).  Gender is thus rather like clothing or a 

mask which people put on so as to fit the arranged acts of gender assignment than 

something that stands for one’s true self.  As Butler declares, “One’s gender is an 

index of the proscribed and prescribed sexual relations by which a subject is socially 

regulated and produced” (UG 48).  Therefore, it is through highlighting the 

prearranged aspect of gender that the concept of gender proves to be problematic. 

     Gender is, indeed, a production out of regulatory discourse.  It is forced and 

practiced through the exclusion of categories outside gender’s binarism.  Males and 

females are compelled to act out the prescribed and approved behavior in order to be 

categorized into the dualism of male and female.  Since the gendered behavior is 

acted out, these acts can be seen merely as performance.  Hence, instead of 

representing the true reflection of one’s gender identity, those acts show that gender 

norms are imposed on bodies so as to maintain the apparent coherence of gender 

dichotomy.  According to Butler, “[G]enders […] are only produced as the true 

effects of a discourse of primary and stable identity” (GT 136).  Thus, gender is 

performed in order to comply with the social meanings inscribed on it.   

     Owing to the constrcutedness nature of sex and gender, the strategy to 

destabilize the connection between sex and gender and to denaturalize the 

construction of sex and gender as natural is to demonstrate that gender is a 

performance.  In Ruth Robbins’ phrases, “[G]ender can be a kind of clothing, a 

disguise – what Irigaray calls a masquerade, a performance, in which appearance 
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masks ‘reality’ and one cannot tell clearly precisely what one has seen” (210).  In 

order to demonstrate the arbitrary nature of gender norms, Irigaray’s strategy of 

masquerade can be used to exemplify the fact that gender is essentially performative.  

In spite of the fact that critics have criticized Irigaray’s strategy as being part of 

essentialism, her strategy does point out those received notions of gender norms, 

particularly femininity, through exaggeration of those gender norms.  As Ping Xu 

asserts, “[Irigaray] is mimicking the phallogocentric discourse in order to uncover its 

essentialist and ‘sexed’ nature and at the same time to resist being reabsorbed into its 

reductive order” (76).  Her strategy of mimicry refers to the idea: “[O]ne must 

assume the feminine role deliberately.  Which means already to convert a form of 

subordination into an affirmation, and thus to begin to thwart it” (Irigaray 76).  

Irigaray’s strategy is to imitate those norms and exaggerate those norms in an 

over-hyperbolic fashion so as to subvert the notion of the linkage between females 

and femininity.  While she is criticized as adopting the same philosophy of patriarchy, 

which assigns women with particular characteristics of femininity, her masquerade 

does not only indicate how females are viewed in accordance with those prescribed 

gender norms but function as resisting force against those received notions of 

femininity as well.  As Mary A. Doane proclaims, masquerade means “flaunting 

femininity,” exaggerating the feminine characteristics (81).  By overstating the 

feminine features, Irigaray’s mimicry aims at “recover[ing] the place of [a woman’s] 

exploitation by discourse without allowing herself to be simply reduced to it” 

(Irigaray 76).  As a result, masquerade is a tactic for women to subvert the traditional 

thoughts regarding femininity.  It is a strategy for women to reveal the fact that 
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femininity is a construct.  In Doane’s phrases, “Womanliness is a mask which can be 

worn or removed. […] Masquerade, on the other hand, involves a realignment of 

femininity […] The masquerade doubles representation; it is constituted by a 

hyperbolisation of the accoutrements of femininity” (81-2).  Thus, women, by using 

masquerade, transform their status from passive objects into active subjects.  As 

Sally Robinson argues, “Masquerade, then, is a strategy for self-representation that 

disrupts the very thing that is apparently inscribes: the reduction of women to a 

normative representation of Woman” [sic] (121).  Therefore, masquerade proves to 

be not akin to phallus’ thoughts, because it mimics the images that male discourse put 

on women in order to demonstrate those assumptions about femininity are merely 

constructed out of powerful discourse.   

     Carter’s Nights at the Circus is represented as a world in which the received 

notions of gender norms are brought into the core to be questioned and discussed.  

As Robinson states, “For Carter, to become Woman means to become naturalized into 

a subordinate position, regardless of one’s ‘official gender’” (77).  Carter herself also 

remarks in one of her articles: “The Woman’s Movement has been of immense 

importance to me personally, and I would regard myself as a feminist writer” (69).  

Therefore, she aims to explore “the social fictions that regulate our lives” (Notes 

70).24  In the novel, Carter presents how Fevvers and other female and male 

characters exhibit traits outside of gender binarism and how Fevvers exploit those 

feminine characteristics to achieve her own aims.  Through the use of masquerade, 

Nights at the Circus shows that gender norms are arbitrary and imposed to serve the 
                                                 
24 Notes is a shortened term for Angela Carter’s article “Notes from the Front Line.”  (On Gender and 
Writing.  Boston: Pandora, 1983.) 
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dominant ideology’s purpose of gender coherence.   

     Among all the characters in the novel, Fevvers is the one that always draws the 

most attention from others because of her body.  She is born with a pair of huge 

wings on her shoulder; thus, she becomes the main focus of people, who always want 

to define her identity according to the binarism between reality and fiction.  For 

them, she, as a woman and a wonder, is “an object of the most dubious kind of 

reality” (290).  Nevertheless, she is fully conscious of her status both as a woman 

and as a wonder.  As Carter suggests, “[S]howbusiness, being a showgirl, is a very 

simple metaphor simply for being a woman, for being aware of your femininity, being 

aware of yourself as a woman and having to use it to negotiate with the world” (qtd. 

in Trevenna 269).  Being a woman is just like being an actress who puts on a show 

so as to perform the expected behavior of a woman.  Her job as a performer further 

facilitates her to perform.  Therefore, she utilizes and exhibits herself as a woman 

full of wonder; thus, she makes herself the “[h]eroine of the hour, object of learned 

discussion and profane surmise” (8).  Moreover, as her slogan raises people’s sense 

of curiosity about whether she is a real wonder or not, she takes advantage of others’ 

inclination of categorization and makes a show of herself.  People wonder whether 

she is a real bird-woman, which is against the rule of evolution.  As Danaher at al 

state, “[T]he body is evaluated, measured, tested and categorized with the purpose of 

reading and determining its ‘truth’” (77).  Owing to her body, others always try to fit 

her into the categories between reality and fiction.  Her body has been inscribed with 

the social meaning and estimated on the basis of its use value.  People’s curiosity 

toward her results from her body, for the body is the surface where discourse marks its 
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influence: “[T]he body is figured as a surface and the scene of a cultural inscription” 

(GT 129).  Nonetheless, as power and resistance are closely associated, the body, 

which is regulated by discourse, can also be the site of resistance against discourse.  

As Butler remarks, “[T]he body is that which can occupy the norm in myriad ways, 

exceed the norm, rework the norm, and expose realities to which we thought we are 

confined as open to transformation” (UG 215).  Body, as the site of exploitation, is 

the place in which the subversion lies as well.  Therefore, Fevvers makes the most 

use of those imposed meanings to have herself known to the world, for she knows 

well that “[a]ll [she] can do to earn [her] living is to make a show of [her]self. […] 

[She] must give pleasure of the eye, or else [she’s] good for nothing” (185).  She 

utilizes people’s tendency to think of her as a wonder and makes a spectacle out of 

herself.  In addition, it is through the making a spectacle out of herself that she can 

have the complete freedom to take active control of her identity, instead of being 

controlled by others.  She is the object of people’s gaze; nonetheless, she makes it 

obvious that it is she that makes people project their gaze upon her.  As Dylan Evans 

points out, “When the subject looks at one object, the object is always already gazing 

back at the subject, but from a point at which the subject cannot see it” (72).  It is she 

that constitutes herself as a wonder to be watched: “Look at me! […], she exhibited 

herself before the eyes of the audience as if she were a marvelous present too good to 

be played with” (15).  She is, on the one hand, the object of the gaze.  On the other 

hand, she is the one that actively controls others’ gaze upon her.  Furthermore, she 

“turns an active gaze on the male spectator, and in the process, causes quite a bit of 

discomfort” (Robinson 122).  As she controls the narrative throughout the interview 
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with Walser, she makes him become an object that can only respond to her account 

passively.  Besides, she also builds a phenomenon of “Fevvermania” and makes 

others become fascinated with her.   

     Fevvers produces herself as a wonder in the new century.  She puts on a show 

so as to let people question her identity and be curious about her.  As Peach declares, 

“Fevvers lives through entertainment, masquerade and spectacle by making a living 

from ‘a hyperbolisation of the accountrements of femininity’” (155).  She is “the 

‘imagined fiction’ of the patriarchal culture to which she belongs” owing to her wings 

(Panopticism 72).  She exploits her imposed use value as a wonder, for “[t]he bigger 

the humbug, the better the public likes it” (147).  Therefore, she assumes the 

imposed position deliberately so as to subvert the traditional male gaze projected upon 

her.  She intends to “undo the effects of phallocentric discourse simply by overdoing 

them” (Moi 140).  While women used to be positioned as objects of the male gaze 

and expected to act accordingly as desirable objects to attract the male gaze (Danaher 

et al 54-5), women can also use this standard for their own purpose.  Fevvers makes 

use of her wings, for “she is defined by her body, by her outward appearance” 

(Panopticism 73).  She makes people doubt about her identity and wonder whether 

she is a miracle or a hoax because she knows that her value is “always a symbolic 

exchange in the market” (185).  As a result, she puts on a show so as to conform to 

people’s expectation of her and make the most use of her exchange value to the 

extreme.  As she says, “She would be the blonde of blondes, again, just as soon as 

she found peroxide; it was as easy as that” (290).  Her appearance is a performance 

that she acts out.  She “takes advantage of her commodity value in order to further 
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her special destiny” to achieve her aim of constructing a new age in which every 

woman can be as free as she (Panopticism 73).  Hence, her masquerade is a way for 

her to sustain herself in the world of men and to fulfill her own aims.   

     Fevvers is compared to an angel due to her wings.  She is named as “the 

English angel,” “dark angel,” and so on (75).  She is anticipated to behave docilely 

as an angel, “the object of men’s desire, especially and almost exclusively their sexual 

desires” (Panopticism 72).  However, even though she looks like an angel, she 

displays not only feminine characteristics, such as tenderness, but also masculine ones.  

Her possession of both characteristics destabilizes gender assignment.  In the first 

instance of her being objectified, she is regarded as an angel, who can give others’ 

youth.  She successfully gets away with the objectification by fighting with the man 

courageously, which is an act considered to be men’s behavior.  Besides, during her 

interview with Walser, Walser feels suffocated when he is alone with Fevvers in her 

dressing room, for her displaying of male characteristics causes his sense of inferiority.  

During her stay in the whorehouse, she is equipped with a weapon, a sword, which is 

given to her by Ma Nelson.  Nevertheless, the business of the brothel begins to fall, 

because “a large woman with a sword is not the best advertisement for a brothel” (38).  

Her equipment with the sword does not fit the male definition of female 

characteristics and deconstruct the received female images as tender and obedient; 

therefore, the armed woman becomes rather a threat to them.   

     Fevvers is not the only one who takes up the role of masquerade, and other 

women also assume the roles of masquerade, such as Mignon and prostitutes.  

Mignon’s masquerade differs a lot from Fevvers’.  As Peach points out, “[Mignon] 
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assumes the image but, unlike Fevvers, she does not realize that that is all it is” (156).  

While Fevvers consciously manipulates her identity, Mignon assumes the traditional 

feminine role unconsciously.  In her relationship with men, she “assumed a woman’s 

place – that of the cause of discord between men; how else, to these men, could she 

play any real part in their lives” (150).  To those men, with whom she has 

relationship, she always plays the role of a weak and dependent woman, who has no 

autonomy over her body and her mind.  As Moi maintains, in Beauvoir’s phrases, 

“[T]hroughout history, women have been reduced to objects for men: […], denied the 

right to her own subjectivity and to responsibility for her own actions” (92).  Those 

men also take it for granted that she should be like that, a woman without her own 

thinking.  Nevertheless, through the help of Fevvers and Lizzie, Mignon is able to 

“reject the role of victim and creates herself anew in a lesbian relationship with the 

Princess” (Peach 156).  She gets rid of her role as a passive object that needs 

controlling and becomes an active controller of her body and her life.   

     Aside from Mignon, the prostitutes, with whom Fevvers lives during her 

adolescence, assume their projected feminine roles deliberately as well.  As a 

prostitute, a woman is “a commodity […] divided into irreconcilable ‘bodies’: her 

‘natural’ body and her socially valued, exchangeable body, which is a particularly 

mimetic expression of masculine values” (Irigaray 180).  Prostitutes are treated as 

objects in society; nevertheless, they make the most of their situation as objects so as 

to profit from such a status: “[W]e knew we only sold the simulacra” (39).  They act 

out a performance, which complies with the male definitions about how prostitutes 

should behave, in order that they can sustain themselves.  Their behavior is the 
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“parody of the constructed notion of woman” (Sawyer 24).  When the business starts 

at night, all they need to do is “jump to attention and behave like women” (40).  

Consequently, their acts illustrate the notion that “[t]here is no gender identity behind 

the expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by the very 

‘expressions’ that are said to be its results” (GT 25).  The prostitutes’ behavior shows 

that they manipulate gender roles imposed on them so as to illustrate that their gender 

identity is imposed on them in accordance with men’s preference.   

     Those women’s performance illustrates that gender norms are constructed 

rather than natural.  In the novel, not only women but also men exhibit acts that 

exemplify the notion that gender is culturally and socially constituted.  The Ape-Man, 

at first, is a man full of anger, and violence.  He is a kind of man who treats women 

with contempt.  The relationship he has with Mignon is built upon his desire to have 

Mignon controlled by him, because he “think[s] [him]self superior to the entire sex on 

account of [his] muscle” (276).  His regarding himself as the superior one signifies 

how women are thought of as inferior in accordance with the male-centered thoughts, 

which show that men are “‘naturally’ domineering,” and “hierarchically oriented” 

(Barker 231).  His thoughts result from the gender norms, which assign men with 

superiority while women with inferiority: “‘[M]en are those defined in a sexually 

dominating social position and ‘women’ are those defined in subordination” (Bodies 

238).  This inequality is enhanced through gender norms as “[g]ender emerges as the 

congealed form of the sexualization of inequality between men and women” 

(MacKinnon 7).  Nevertheless, in spite of the fact that he appears to be a strong and 

macho man, inside him, he actually has a tender and fragile spirit, which differs a lot 
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from his outer appearance: “[A]s he knew deep down, a spiritual weakling. […], he 

was a great sentimentalist” (167).  Sentiment is an attribute which is often used to 

describe women while rationality is to describe men.  According to P. Krishnan and 

A. Dighe, “rational and conniving” are characteristics used to portray men while 

“emotional and sentimental” are women (qtd. in Barker 250).  Consequently, the 

Ape-Man’s inconsistency between his outside and his inside represents that 

masculinity and femininity cannot be restricted and displayed only in male or female 

bodies (GT 8).  Furthermore, when facing dangerous situation, women are even 

more courageous than men.  While the princess of Abyssinia saves Walser from 

danger in a “masculine fashion” during a fight (165), the Coloney “[break]s down and 

blubber[s] like a baby” when he encounters danger (179).  This instance shows that 

“the inner truth of gender is a fabrication,” which is “instituted and inscribed on the 

surfaces of bodies” (GT 136).  Men do not necessarily exhibit male attributes and 

females do not necessarily exhibit female ones.  Thus, gendered behavior proves to 

be an act reinforced by dominant discourse.  

     The validity of gender norms is also called into question in the circus.  In the 

circus, the performers, especially clowns, demonstrate how gender can be viewed as 

an appearance without distinct attributes.  As Buffo, the Master clown, states:  

          [A]m I this Buffo whom I have created?  Or did I, when I made up my 

          face to look like Buffo’s, create, ex nihilo, another self who is not true? 

          And what am I without Buffo’s face?  Why, nobody at all.  Take away 

          my make-up and underneath is merely not Buffo.  An absence.  A 

          vacancy.  (122) 
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His statement demonstrates that his external appearance is nothing but an outfit he 

puts on.  This costume stands for nothing but a performance to comply with the 

society’s regulation and preconceived thoughts.  His statement illustrates, “[A]cts 

and gestures create the illusion of an interior and organizing gender core, an illusion 

discursively maintained” (GT 136).  The performances are performed in accordance 

with discursive regulation; as a result, once the outer surface is removed, there is 

nothing left behind it.  In Butler’s terms, not only gender but also sex is discursively 

constructed (GT 7).  Being a female or male automatically puts the person into the 

corresponding gendered position of female or male, and then the person has to obey 

the rules, which tag along with those gendered demarcation.  Accordingly, the 

gendered behavior is merely practiced under the influence of regulative discourse.   

     In addition to the circus, the panopticon is also the place where gender norms 

are shown to be constructed.  The panopticon is built for female inmates, who kill 

their husbands.  According to Sheridan, in Foucault’s terms, the panopticon is “the 

diagram of a mechanism of power reduced to an ideal form” (153).  Therefore, the 

panopticon functions through the norms of discourse.  The female convicts are put 

into the panopticon because society wants them to repent their deeds.  Nevertheless, 

instead of repenting, the inmates and the wardresses, influenced by Olga and Vera, 

form intimate relationships between each other: “Desire, […] leapt across the great 

divide between the guards and the guarded. […], it scattered seeds around in its turn” 

(216).  The relationship they build deconstructs the concept of heterosexuality as the 

only legitimate one.  As Butler proclaims, “[G]ender does not necessarily follow 

from sex, and desire, or sexuality generally, does not seem to follow gender” (GT 136).  
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These female inmates are abused by their deceased husbands; however, they find 

happiness on those who are of the same gender.  Heterosexuality is legitimized 

because of “regulatory fictions that consolidate and naturalize the convergent power 

regimes of masculine and heterosexist oppression” (GT 33).  Moreover, it is “the 

hierarchical structure of heterosexuality in which men are understood to subordinate 

women is what produces gender” (UG 53).  Therefore, heterosexuality is shown to 

be constructed as well.   

     Although the heterosexual relationships in the novel are portrayed as violent 

and male-centered, Fevvers still holds a positive attitude toward marriage and her 

relationship with Walser.  In Siberia, Fevvers and Walser are separated from each 

other due to an attack of a group of outlaws.  The outlaws take Fevvers away.  

Walser is left at the scene and is found by Olga and Vera later.  Olga awakens Walser 

by kissing him on his forehead, which subverts the traditional fairy tale that the kiss of 

a guy “as the cure for sleeping beauties” (222).  As in fairly tales, women are 

portrayed as passive and dependent, waiting for a prince charming to save them 

(Rowe 239).  Nevertheless, it is Walser who needs to be rescued.  Walser loses his 

memory after the attack, “He was a perfect blank” (222).  As Palmer states, his blank 

mind “is in preparation for the subsequent reconstruction of his masculinity” (200).  

When he finally meets Fevvers after separation, he asks, “What is your name?  Have 

you a soul?  Can you love?” (300).  His attitude changes from viewing Fevvers as 

an object into viewing her as a human being.  He does not want to define Fevvers 

any longer.  Instead, he truly wants to know how she feels and what kind of person 

she is: “He was no longer in the mood to draw any definite conclusions from” the 
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questions of whether she is fact or fiction (292).  His transformation echoes Fevvers’ 

hope to turn him into the “New Man”: “I’ll sit on him.  I’ll hatch him out, I’ll make a 

new man of him.  I’ll make him into the New Man, in fact, fitting mate for the New 

Woman, and onward we’ll march hand in hand into the New Century” (281).  New 

Man signifies the idea that instead of building up the matriarchy, men and women 

should work together for a better future.  In addition, the notion illustrates that the 

world will only become better when both men and women disregard their biased 

thoughts and treat each other sincerely.  

     In conclusion, after applying the gender theory to the novel, this chapter shows 

that the concept of sex and gender proves to be problematic.  Butler’s theory of 

performativity shows that sex and gender do not have direct connection and that 

“gender is not as clear or as univocal as we are sometimes led to believe” (UG 212).  

Through masquerade, gender is represented to be constructed rather than natural.  

Masquerade works as a strategy to subvert the gender identity and to show that gender 

is a performance because it “denaturalizes, destabilizes, and defamiliarizes sex and 

gender signs” (Garber 147).  Fevvers and other women make use of their status as 

women and exaggerate their presumed feminine characteristics so as to illustrate that 

those imposed feminine characteristics are nothing but culturally constituted by 

dominant ideology.  Apart from women, men also exhibit characteristics which 

deconstruct male as being strong and rational.  Women actually exhibit more 

strength than men do.  Heterosexuality, which has long been recognized as the only 

legitimized relationship, is exposed to be male-dominated.  Heterosexuality should 

not be the only legitimized relationship when it comes to sexuality.  Nevertheless, 
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the happy ending of Fevvers and Walser at the end signifies not only a disruption of 

the male-centered established but also a new and better world for women in the future.  

In Nights at the Circus, Carter adopts masquerade to question the assumed standards 

of gender attributes.  Through the masquerade, she shows that gender identity, 

instead of representing one’s inner truth, is actually formed on the basis of the work 

between power and discourse.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


