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Abstract

Mass media do not merely reflect social reality. They actively construct and normalize particular
models of femininity and masculinity. Women are frequently represented through restrictive
images of beauty, domesticity, and passivity, reinforcing patriarchal power structures. This study
examines gender representation, media discourse, and sexual performativity through a literary
critical analysis of Philip Roth’s The Breast. Departing from predominantly psychoanalytic
and absurdist interpretations, the study argues that the novella exposes and literalizes the
objectifying logic embedded within patriarchal media culture. Drawing on Butler’s concept
of gender performativity, Foucault’s theory of productive power, Mclntoshs critique of sexual
categorization, and Bertens’s poststructuralist perspective on unstable meaning, the analysis
explores how gender and sexuality are discursively produced rather than biologically determined.
Through the protagonists transformation into a breast, Roth destabilizes binaries such as
male/female, active/passive, and heterosexual/homosexual. Ultimately, text reveals fragility of
patriarchal norms and reconceptualizes gender as fluid, contingent, and socially constructed.
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Introduction

Gender is not a fixed or natural identity but a social and cultural construction shaped by
institutions, discourses, and repeated performances. This perspective, now central to feminist
and poststructuralist thought, challenges the long-standing belief that masculinity and
femininity naturally arise from biological sex. Instead, it argues that societies produce and
regulate gender through customs, language, rituals, institutions, and representational systems.
Among these systems, mass media occupy a particularly influential place. Newspapers,
magazines, films, television, advertisements, and digital media do not merely reflect gender
roles existing in society; they actively shape public understanding of how women and men
should behave, appear, and desire (Rayner and Wall 89). Media thus becomes one of the most
significant cultural forces in the production of gendered identities.

The representation of women in media has historically been tied to domesticity, motherhood,
passivity, beauty, and sexual appeal. Even when women are portrayed as successful,
independent, or professionally accomplished, these representations frequently remain tied
to conventional standards of attractiveness and heterosexual desirability. In this way, media
culture often modernizes the image of women without fundamentally challenging patriarchal
logic. It may offer the illusion of liberation, but it continues to discipline women’s bodies
and identities through beauty ideals, sexual objectification, and emotional stereotypes. Men,
by contrast, are usually positioned as active, rational, powerful, and desiring subjects. These
repetitive representations help normalize unequal relations between the genders by making
them appear natural and inevitable (Waugh 443).

Media functions as a disciplinary and productive force through Foucault’s understanding of
power as generative rather than merely repressive, circulating norms of femininity, sexuality,
and respectability that women internalize and self-regulate, producing what Foucault calls
the docile body (Foucault 180). Butler’s concept of gender performativity extends this by
arguing that gender is not something one is but something one does repeatedly within a
regulatory framework, appearing natural only through compulsory reiteration. Those who
fail to conform are marginalized as deviant or unintelligible (Butler Gender Trouble 175), a
process media sustains by representing heterosexual femininity and masculinity as the only
legitimate forms of identity.

Literature, however, often provides a critical space in which these supposedly natural identities
can be questioned. Literary texts can dramatize what culture suppresses, reveal contradictions
within normative systems, and expose the instability of categories such as male/female or
heterosexual/homosexual. Philip Roth’s The Breast is one such text. Through the startling
metamorphosis of David Kepesh into a giant female breast, Roth radically unsettles
conventional assumptions about body, gender, desire, and identity. The text does not simply
narrate an absurd transformation; it stages a crisis of sexual identity. By placing a male subject
within a feminized body that is also an erotic object, the novella opens up troubling questions
about masculine identity, heterosexual desire, shame, and bodily performance (Roth 86-87).
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This study examines the relation between gender representation in media discourse and sexual
performativity in The Breast. Drawing on the theoretical contributions of Judith Butler,
Michel Foucault, Mary McIntosh, and Hans Bertens, it argues that gender and sexuality are
not fixed biological truths but social effects of discourse, repetition, and power (Bertens 224).
While the media reinforces patriarchal norms by idealizing passive femininity and active
masculinity, The Breast reveals that such norms are inherently unstable and dependent on
continual performance.

The study proceeds in four sections: it first reviews relevant scholarship, then outlines the
theoretical underpinning, followed by an analysis of media as a site of gender construction,
and finally examines how Roth’s novella destabilizes dominant assumptions about sexuality
and identity.

Literature Review

Scholarly discussions of gender, media, and sexuality have increasingly emphasized the
idea that identity is socially produced rather than biologically determined. Feminist media
criticism, poststructuralism, and queer theory have all contributed to a rethinking of how
gender is represented, interpreted, and regulated in cultural texts. The debate is no longer
limited to asking whether women are represented positively or negatively; it now investigates
the deeper mechanisms through which discourse constructs gender itself. In this broader
critical context, literary texts are understood not only as reflections of culture but also as
active sites where dominant gender ideologies can be reinforced, negotiated, or resisted
(Tyson 336).

A major foundation for this line of thought lies in feminist criticism. Simone de Beauvoir’s
famous argument that one is not born a woman but becomes one laid the groundwork for later
critiques of essentialism. Her insight shifted attention from biology to culture and exposed
womanhood as a social condition rather than a natural destiny (qtd. in Schor 204). Feminist
criticism that followed examined how institutions such as family, religion, education, and
media normalize restrictive ideas of femininity. Cultural products came to be viewed as
important mechanisms through which patriarchal ideology is reproduced.

Media studies scholars have repeatedly shown that women’s representation in mass media tends
to rely on recurring stereotypes. Women are often associated with emotionality, dependency,
romance, beauty, and domestic life, whereas men are associated with authority, action,
intellect, and independence. Even in modern media, where women may appear in public
and professional roles, their bodies remain highly scrutinized, sexualized, and commodified.
This contradiction has led many critics to argue that the medias celebration of female
empowerment is often superficial. Rather than dismantling patriarchal norms, it repackages
them in more marketable forms (Rayner and Wall 89). Beauty culture, consumerism, and
body surveillance thus become central means through which women are disciplined.

Within poststructuralist literary criticism, Michel Foucault's work has been especially
influential in explaining how power operates through discourse. Foucault challenges
the view that sexuality is simply an instinct repressed by society. Instead, he argues that
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sexuality is historically produced through discursive practices that classify, regulate, and
normalize bodies. Modern societies generate categories such as normal and deviant, healthy
and pathological, and these categories organize both institutions and self-understanding
(History of Sexuality 84). This insight is crucial for feminist and queer approaches to
cultural texts because it reveals how identities are constructed through discourse rather than
discovered as pre-existing truths.

Hans Bertens, in his overview of literary theory, extends poststructuralist arguments by
showing how sexuality and gender are embedded in cultural systems of power. His discussion
of poststructuralism and queer theory emphasizes that identity categories are unstable and
dependent on social repetition. Bertens helps situate literary texts within a larger theoretical
frame by demonstrating that meaning itself is never fixed (History of Sexuality 224). This
becomes important in readings of texts like The Breast, where bodily transformation disrupts
stable notions of subjectivity and sexual difference.

Judith Butler’s contributions mark another decisive turn in gender theory. In Gender Trouble
and Bodies That Matter, Butler argues that gender is performative. It is constituted through
repeated acts, gestures, and social rituals that create the appearance of a stable identity. Butler
does not claim that gender is a mere performance in the everyday sense of conscious acting.
Rather, she argues that it is produced through the compulsory repetition of norms. Bodies
become intelligible only by conforming to gendered expectations. Butler also insists that
sex itself is not outside discourse; it, too, is shaped by regulatory norms that materialize the
body in culturally meaningful ways (Bodies That Matter 2). This perspective has transformed
literary and cultural criticism by making it possible to read texts as sites of performative
destabilization.

Queer theory broadens these debates by challenging not only gender categories but also the
heteronormative assumptions that organize social life. Mary McIntosh’s work is important
here because it examines how sexuality is classified and moralized through social systems.
Queer theory rejects the idea that there are only two natural sexes and two corresponding
forms of desire. Instead, it sees sexuality as fluid, dynamic, and culturally mediated. The
concepts of normality and deviance are therefore treated as products of power (McIntosh 335).
This theoretical orientation is especially useful for reading The Breast, where the protagonist’s
transformed body unsettles the distinction between male desire and female objecthood.

Studies of Roth’s work often emphasize issues of masculinity, desire, and identity. The Breast
has been read as an absurdist narrative (Updike 45), a psychoanalytic fantasy (Royal 78), a
parody of Kafka, and a comic exploration of bodily crisis (Gooblar 112). David Gooblar’s
study of Roth’s fiction examines how the body functions as a site of masculine anxiety and
cultural crisis, a reading that directly informs the present analysis of The Breast. However,
its implications for gender performativity and queer instability are particularly compelling.
The transformation of a male professor into a breast is not merely grotesque or humorous; it
symbolically places the male subject in the position of the female body as fetishized object.
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This reversal raises profound questions about selthood, sexuality, vulnerability, pleasure,
and social intelligibility (65). The text, therefore, invites a gendered and queer reading that
connects it to broader debates about representation and performativity.

Although critics have long examined media stereotypes and theoretical debates on gender,
fewer studies directly connect media discourse with literary representations of unstable
sexuality in a single analytical framework. This study attempts to bridge that gap. It first
examines media as a site of gender construction and then uses that conceptual foundation to
interpret Roth’s novella. In doing so, it shows how both media discourse and literary narrative
participate in the cultural production of gender while also differing in their ideological
function. Media often naturalize gender norms; literature, by contrast, can estrange and
expose them.

Theoretical Background

This study draws on feminist, poststructuralist, and queer theoretical frameworks to analyze
the relationship between media discourse, gender construction, and sexual performativity.
The principal theorists guiding the analysis are Michel Foucault, Judith Butler, Mary McIntosh,
and Hans Bertens. Together, these thinkers provide conceptual language for understanding
how gender and sexuality are not natural facts but products of social regulation, discourse,
and repeated performance.

Michel Foucaults theory of discourse and power is foundational to this study. Foucault
challenges the conventional belief that power operates simply by prohibiting or repressing
desire. Instead, he argues that power is productive: it creates categories of identity, defines
norms, and organizes social knowledge (History of Sexuality 84). In relation to sexuality,
Foucault shows that modern discourse does not merely silence sexual identities but actively
generates them through classification and surveillance. This means that categories such as
heterosexual, homosexual, masculine, feminine, normal, and deviant are not eternal truths.
They are historically contingent products of discourse. Applied to media, Foucault’s framework
helps explain how recurring representations of women and men do not merely depict social
reality but participate in the formation of gendered norms.

Foucault’s concept of the docile body is particularly relevant. A docile body has been shaped,
trained, and normalized by institutional power. In the context of gender, women’s bodies
are constantly disciplined through beauty ideals, diet culture, dress codes, and expectations
of sexual attractiveness. Media intensifies this discipline by presenting idealized female
bodies as desirable, admirable, and socially rewarded. The result is self-surveillance. Women
are encouraged to internalize these norms and regulate themselves accordingly (Foucault
180). Thus, patriarchal power often functions not through direct force but through consent,
aspiration, and repetition.

Judith Butler extends and revises this understanding by theorizing gender as performative.
Butler argues that gender is not an essence residing within the body but an effect of repeated
acts. The appearance of stable identity results from the reiteration of norms over time (175).
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Gestures, clothing, speech, posture, desire, and social behavior all participate in this reiterative
process. The body is not outside culture; it becomes meaningful through socially enforced
norms. Butler’s theory is crucial for this study because it allows both media representation
and literary embodiment to be read as performative fields. The media repeatedly stages
femininity in ways that make it appear natural. Literary texts such as The Breast can interrupt
this naturalization by dramatizing bodily instability and exposing the constructed nature of
sexual identity.

Another important contribution of Butler is her analysis of heterosexuality as a regulatory
ideal. Heterosexual norms structure intelligibility, determining which bodies and desires
count as normal and which become excluded or abject. Gender coherence depends on
a presumed alignment between biological sex, gender identity, gender expression, and
heterosexual desire. Any disruption of this alignment threatens the system. In The Breast, the
transformed body of David Kepesh destabilizes this coherence. The male subject finds himself
inhabiting a feminized object-body while continuing to experience desire and pleasure in
ways that cannot be easily categorized. Butler’s framework makes it possible to interpret this
not simply as an absurd fantasy but as a critique of compulsory heterosexual intelligibility
(Bodies That Matter 227).

Mary Mclntosh’s work contributes to the queer dimensions of this analysis. She challenges
fixed sexual identities and highlights the social processes through which certain sexualities
are moralized, stigmatized, or normalized. Queer theory generally refuses rigid categories
and instead focuses on fluidity, resistance, and the instability of identity. This is useful in
reading both media and literature because it prevents analysis from assuming that femininity,
masculinity, homosexuality, or heterosexuality are self-evident realities. Instead, it asks how
these terms are culturally produced and to whose benefit. McIntosh’s resistance to moral and
pathological labeling resonates strongly with The Breast, where the protagonist’s experience
exceeds normative categories (335).

Hans Bertens helps contextualize these theories within broader developments in literary
criticism. His discussion of poststructuralism and cultural theory emphasizes that meaning,
identity, and truth are never fixed but always produced within unstable systems of signification
(224). Bertens’s work is useful in linking textual interpretation with theoretical critique.
Through his account, literary texts can be understood as sites where identity categories are
not only represented but contested. In a poststructuralist reading, The Breast does not simply
symbolize castration anxiety or erotic fantasys; it stages the breakdown of categorical certainty
itself.

Taken together, these theoretical frameworks support the central argument of this study: gender
and sexuality are socially constructed and discursively regulated, but they are also unstable
and open to disruption. Media discourse tends to stabilize norms through repetition, whereas
The Breast destabilizes them through grotesque embodiment and narrative estrangement.
Theoretical engagement with Foucault, Butler, McIntosh, and Bertens, therefore, provides
the tools necessary to examine how representations of gender can both sustain and unsettle
patriarchal ideology.
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Research Methods

This study adopts a qualitative literary critical methodology based on textual analysis and
discourse-oriented interpretation. Since the study is not an empirical social science study
involving interviews, surveys, or fieldwork, its method is situated within literary and cultural
criticism. The focus is on close reading, conceptual interpretation, and theoretical engagement
with selected primary and secondary texts.

The primary text under analysis is Philip Roth’s The Breast. The novella is examined as a
literary narrative that dramatizes questions of bodily transformation, sexual desire, identity,
and social intelligibility. The analysis pays attention to imagery, symbolism, narrative voice,
bodily metaphors, discursive tension, and the protagonist’s relationship to sexuality and
selthood. The metamorphosis at the center of the text is treated not merely as a plot device
but as a symbolic and theoretical event through which normative categories of gender and
sexuality are put into crisis (86-87).

The study is also informed by a discourse-based reading of media representation. Here, the
term media discourse refers to broad patterns of representation found in mass media culture,
especially the stereotypical portrayal of women through beauty, domesticity, passivity,
motherhood, and sexual objectification (Rayner and Wall 89). Rather than analyzing a single
advertisement, magazine, or film in detail, the study uses established feminist insights about
media representation as a conceptual background for the literary analysis. In this sense, media
discourse functions as the cultural framework within which the text is interpreted.

The analytical approach is interdisciplinary. It combines literary criticism with feminist theory,
poststructuralism, and queer theory. The selected theorists—Michel Foucault, Judith Butler,
Mary MclIntosh, and Hans Bertens—are not used merely as references but as interpretive
frameworks. The method of close reading is especially important in literary critical work.
This involves examining not only what the text says but how it says it. Close reading and
discourse analysis work in tandem throughout the study: close reading operates at the level
of textual form, attending to narrative voice, imagery, tone, and symbolic structure, while
discourse analysis situates these features within the broader cultural frameworks of gender
norms and media representation that the text both reflects and contests. In The Breast, this
means reading Kepesh's transformation not only as a formal and rhetorical event but also as
a site where patriarchal discourse is exposed and destabilized. In The Breast, shifts in tone,
bodily imagery, internal conflict, and symbolic reversals all contribute to the production of
meaning. The protagonist’s transformation into a beast is therefore read as a textual strategy
that exposes contradictions in normative masculinity and heterosexist logic. The analysis is
interpretive rather than statistical. It seeks to understand how meaning is constructed and
what ideological work that construction performs.

This study also follows a contextual reading strategy. The text is read in relation to broader
cultural debates about gender and sexuality. Such a strategy assumes that literature and
culture are interconnected. A literary text does not exist in isolation from social discourses;
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rather, it can reproduce, negotiate, or challenge them. By placing The Breast alongside media
discourse and feminist theory, the analysis becomes more responsive to the cultural politics
of representation. Because this is a theoretical and interpretive study, validity depends on
argumentative coherence, textual evidence, and conceptual consistency rather than measurable
outcomes. The aim is not to generalize in the positivist sense but to offer a persuasive and
critically grounded reading of the text.

Textual Analysis
Media as a Site of Gender Construction

Mass media is one of the most effective institutions for circulating and normalizing gender
norms. Its power lies not simply in informing people but in shaping perception. Through
repetition, the media constructs a world in which certain ways of being female or male appear
natural, desirable, and socially approved. The stereotypical media representation of women
as beautiful, caring, passive, maternal, and emotionally dependent continues to dominate
cultural imagery despite apparent progress in women's public roles (Rayner and Wall 89).
These portrayals are ideological because they define female worth in terms of service to
others and visibility to the male gaze. In advertisements, women’s bodies are frequently
detached from agency and used as visual instruments to sell products. Their appearance
becomes more important than their subjectivity. A widely cited example is the decades-long
tradition of the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Issue, in which women's bodies are systematically
fragmented, posed, and displayed for a presumed male viewer, reducing female identity
to physical spectacle while framing this reduction as celebration. Feminist media scholars
have consistently used such examples to demonstrate that even mainstream, commercially
normalized representations participate in the objectification and fragmentation of the female
body (Rayner and Wall 89). Even when women are presented as successful or modern, their
worth is often tied to maintaining a slim body, youthful face, fashionable appearance, and
heterosexual attractiveness. This contradiction reveals that patriarchal ideology has not
disappeared; it has merely adapted itself to consumer culture.

Foucault’s concept of power helps to explain how such representations operate. The media
does not simply command women to behave in certain ways. Instead, it establishes norms
and ideal images that women are encouraged to internalize. Beauty and thinness become not
only social expectations but personal ambitions. Women monitor their own bodies, eating
habits, dress, gestures, and sexual behavior to conform to these ideals. This is precisely how
disciplinary power works: individuals become agents of their own regulation (180). The
media-generated feminine body is thus docile, one that has been molded to fit normative
expectations. This process also reveals the link between patriarchy and consumerism—the
beauty industry profits from female insecurity by continuously producing new standards of
perfection. Cosmetics, diet plans, fashion trends, anti-aging products, and body enhancement
procedures promise empowerment while deepening bodily dissatisfaction. The female body
becomes a project of endless correction. Such pressure is not incidental but structural. It reflects
a culture in which femininity is treated as a state of lack, requiring constant improvement.
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Butler’s theory deepens this critique by showing that gender is maintained through repeated
performance. Media repeatedly stages femininity in a way that teaches women how to inhabit
their gender. Clothing, posture, tone, emotional expression, and bodily style are all coded
as feminine through representation. When the media naturalizes these performances, it
conceals the labor and coercion involved in producing them. Femininity then appears innate
rather than performed (Gender Trouble 175). The ideological success of media lies precisely
in making constructed gender seem biologically grounded. At the same time, those who
fail to embody these norms are stigmatized. Women who are not conventionally attractive,
not maternal, not heterosexual, not emotionally accommodating, or not properly feminine
become targets of judgment. Their bodies and identities are treated as failures. In this way, the
media participates in what Butler calls the production of intelligible subjects. It defines not
only the ideal woman but also the unacceptable one (Bodies That Matter 2).

Objectification, Shame, and the Politics of the Female Body

One of the most persistent features of media discourse is the objectification of women.
Objectification occurs when a woman is reduced to her body or to a body part, stripped of
agency, and positioned primarily as an object of visual or sexual consumption. This is not
just a moral problem but a political one. Objectification transforms women from subjects
into surfaces of meaning upon which desire, commerce, and control are projected. The
female breast is one of the most culturally charged sites of such objectification. It is associated
simultaneously with motherhood, nourishment, eroticism, and display. Media exploits this
symbolic density by using the breast as both a marker of femininity and a commodity. It
becomes a site where innocence and sexuality, nurturance and fetish, are collapsed into a single
image. In patriarchal visual culture, the breast is rarely allowed to exist outside representation.
It is always already meaningful, visible, and regulated.

This cultural contextisimportant for reading Roth’s The Breast. The protagonist’s transformation
into a breast literalizes the objectification that structures femininity in media culture. A
male intellectual is suddenly converted into a body part that, within patriarchal symbolism,
functions as an object of desire and visual fixation. The transformation is grotesque, but it is
also revealing. It exposes how much of femininity under patriarchy is tied to being reduced
to a sexualized body (Roth 104). Roth renders this with particular force when Kepesh reflects
on the medical team’s clinical gaze upon his transformed body: he is probed, measured,
and discussed as a specimen rather than addressed as a person, enacting in literal terms the
reduction of the female body to an object of institutional knowledge and visual possession.
Shame is central to this process. The objectified body is never simply visible; it is judged.
It must be desirable but not too desiring, sexual but respectable, exposed but controlled.
Women are expected to inhabit this contradiction continuously. The pressure to be attractive,
available, and disciplined creates a permanent condition of self-surveillance. In many ways,
The Breast dramatizes what it means to be trapped inside the body as spectacle.

JINA: Journal of Innovation in Academia - Volume 5- Issue 1, 2026



Paudel, Udaya Raj. “Gender Representation, Media Discourse...” 2026 213
Metamorphosis and the Crisis of Identity in The Breast

Philip Roth’s The Breast begins from an absurd premise: David Kepesh, a male professor,
awakens transformed into a gigantic female breast. The novella clearly recalls Kafkas The
Metamorphosis, but Roth’s transformation is more overtly sexual and culturally charged.
Gregor Samsa becomes an insect and is cast out from the human community; Kepesh becomes
a breast and is thrown into crisis over sex, identity, and intelligibility. The transformation
is comic, shocking, and philosophical all at once. The first major implication of this
metamorphosis is the destabilization of bodily identity. Kepesh remains mentally self-aware
like David, yet his body no longer corresponds to masculine coherence. His transformed
embodiment undermines the assumption that the self is naturally anchored in a stable sexed
body. The body becomes strange, excessive, and semiotic. It is no longer the transparent
foundation of identity but a disturbing surface through which identity is called into question.

Butler’s theory of performativity is crucial here. Kepesh’s crisis emerges because his body
no longer fits the regulatory norms that make gender intelligible. If a male subject becomes
a breast, what happens to masculinity? Can desire remain heterosexual when the desiring
subject inhabits an objectified female form? Can the subject still be recognized as male, or
even as human? The transformation collapses the alignment between biological sex, gender,
embodiment, and desire. In doing so, it reveals that this alignment was never natural but
normatively enforced (Bodies That Matter 227). This is most acutely felt in Kepesh’s anguished
interior monologue, where he struggles to assert the continuity of his selthood — “I am
David Kepesh” — even as the body that once anchored that identity has become entirely
unrecognizable (Roth 86-87). The insistence on naming himself is itself a Butlerian moment:
an attempt to reiterate an identity that the body can no longer perform, exposing how
dependent selthood is on bodily legibility.

The novella does not offer stable answers because its very power lies in ambiguity. Kepesh’s
body is not simply feminized; it is radically reduced to a fetishized part-object. This intensifies
the critique. He does not become a woman in any realistic sense; he becomes a symbol of the
female body as erotic object. The absurdity of the transformation reveals the violence hidden
within ordinary gender logic. Patriarchal culture often treats women not as full subjects but
as fragments: breasts, legs, lips, skin. Roth's grotesque literalization forces readers to confront
this reduction.

Sexuality as Performance Rather than Essence

A central insight emerging from The Breast is that sexuality is not presented as a fixed biological
core. Instead, it appears unstable, situational, and performative. Kepesh’s transformed body
is capable of receiving pleasure in ways that trouble the binary categories of heterosexuality
and homosexuality. Desire no longer belongs neatly to a gendered subject acting upon an
opposite-sex object. Rather, pleasure circulates across a body that is itself already coded as
object, female, maternal, erotic, and passive. This is where queer theory becomes especially
relevant. The novella disrupts the distinction between active male desire and passive female
objecthood. Kepesh continues to experience desire, but he also becomes the site of others’
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touch, care, and eroticization. The categories of subject and object blur. The body becomes
both desiring and desired, both masculine memory and feminized flesh. Such instability
challenges the idea that sexuality is rooted in an essential identity (McIntosh 335).

Foucault's critique of sexual classification further illuminates this point. Modern discourse
organizes sexuality by naming and categorizing people. Once sexual acts become linked to
stable identities, individuals are locked into moralized categories. The Breast unsettles this
classificatory impulse. Kepeshs experiences cannot be cleanly named. The transformed
body exceeds available categories and thereby exposes the limitations of sexual taxonomy.
This excess is threatening because heteronormative systems depend on clear distinctions
(History of Sexuality 84).

Butler’s notion that performativity can be subversive is also useful here. When the norms
governing sex and gender are repeated in the wrong way, or by the wrong body, their
naturalness is exposed as illusion. Kepesh’s breast-body can be read as a performative misfire.
It is a body that does not fit the script, and therefore reveals that the script itself is contingent.
What appears monstrous from within heteronormative logic appears critically illuminating
from a queer perspective.

Masculinity, Vulnerability, and the Collapse of Mastery

Another major dimension of the novella is its critique of masculinity. Before the
transformation, Kepesh occupies a position associated with male authority: he is a professor, a
thinker, an intellectual subject. After the metamorphosis, he loses bodily mastery. He becomes
dependent, exposed, and vulnerable. His intellectual identity remains, but it can no longer
guarantee control over the body. This separation of masculine selthood from bodily authority
is deeply unsettling. Patriarchal masculinity typically depends on activity, coherence, self-
possession, and control. The male subject is imagined as autonomous and desiring, not as
the object of care or scrutiny. Kepesh’s transformation reverses this structure. He becomes
vulnerable to the gaze, to touch, to interpretation, and to institutional control. Others decide
what he is, how to treat him, and how to explain him. This mirrors, in exaggerated form, the
condition often imposed upon women, whose bodies are frequently treated as public texts to
be interpreted and regulated.

Kepesh’s resistance to his condition also reveals the anxiety at the core of masculinity. He
seeks explanations, fantasies, and delusions to preserve some continuity of identity. Rather
than accept the implications of his transformed embodiment, he attempts to narrate it into
coherence. This narratorial strategy is itself analytically significant: Kepesh’s compulsive self-
explanation, his insistence on reasoning, interpreting, and theorizing his own condition,
can be read as a masculine defense mechanism, an effort to reassert cognitive mastery over
a body that has escaped it entirely. The voice that once commanded the lecture hall now
addresses only a body that will not obey (Roth 65). This can be read as a defensive effort
to protect heterosexual masculine identity from collapse. Yet the text repeatedly frustrates
this effort. The body refuses to obey the old categories (65). The novella, therefore, reveals
masculinity not as a natural state but as a precarious performance dependent on bodily and
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social recognition. Once that recognition fails, masculine certainty disintegrates. Roth’s text
thus indirectly supports feminist and queer critiques by showing how much normative gender
depends on exclusion, hierarchy, and denial of bodily vulnerability.

Laughter, Surveillance, and the Social Policing of Identity

One of the striking features of The Breast is the role of social reaction. Kepesh’s crisis
intensifies not only because of bodily transformation but because of how others respond to
it. Laughter, disbelief, medical scrutiny, and interpretive pressure all function as forms of
social policing. The transformed body cannot simply exist; it must be explained, normalized,
mocked, or disciplined. This is very close to Foucault’s idea that modern power operates
through observation and classification. The abnormal body becomes an object of knowledge.
It is examined, diagnosed, and placed within expert discourse. The body is not allowed
opacity. In the novella, Kepesh’s strange condition becomes the occasion for interpretive
authority. Others attempt to define him. This reflects the broader cultural treatment of
bodies that fall outside gender norms. They are rarely left alone; they are made into problems
(History of Sexuality 84).

Laughter is particularly significant because it functions as a social weapon. Mockery enforces
norms by making deviation shameful. It tells the subject that they have failed to embody an
acceptable identity. In patriarchal culture, gender nonconformity is often regulated through
ridicule. The comic mode of Roth’s novella, therefore, has a double edge. It invites readers to
laugh, but it also exposes laughter as disciplinary. The grotesque body becomes a site where
comedy and cruelty meet. Through this dynamic, the novella parallels media culture. Mass
media similarly polices gender through reward and ridicule. It celebrates those who conform
and marginalizes those who do not. The ideal body is repeatedly affirmed, while other bodies
are treated as comic, excessive, unattractive, or deviant. The Breast intensifies this process to
make it visible.

Discussion
The Female Body as Cultural Text

A key argument of this paper is that the female body in patriarchal culture functions as a
cultural text - written upon by ideology, interpreted by institutions, and regulated by norms.
The media plays a central role in producing this text. It attaches meanings to female beauty,
sexuality, aging, motherhood, thinness, and emotional labor. Women are taught not only how
to look but how to signify.

In The Breast, this textuality becomes literal. Kepesh’s body is no longer private or self-evident.
It becomes a sign to be read. His breast-body symbolizes eroticism, nurturance, abnormality,
femininity, and spectacle all at once. The text thereby demonstrates that bodies are not merely
biological entities; theyaresociallylegible forms saturated with meaning. Butler’sinsight that sex
ismaterialized through regulatorynormsisespecially relevanthere. The Breastis not meaningful
simply because of anatomy. It becomes meaningful through cultural coding. By transforming
a male subject into a breast, Roth exposes the process by which bodily meaning is assigned.
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The body is shown to be less a natural origin than a site of inscription (Bodies Ihat Matter 2).
This has broader implications for gender analysis. If the body is culturally written, then gender
is not destiny. It is a contested field. Media may attempt to stabilize meaning, but literature
can reveal its instability. The Breast works precisely by estranging the body from its usual
intelligibility. In doing so, it helps readers perceive the ideological machinery that ordinarily
remains hidden.

Resistances, Ambiguity, and the Limits of Interpretation

It would be too simple to say that The Breast straightforwardly liberates gender from
patriarchy. The text remains deeply ambiguous. A male author filters experience through
the male consciousness and writes it, which can be read as participating in fantasies of the
female body. Yet this ambiguity is part of what makes it critically rich. The novella both uses
and unsettles patriarchal symbolism. The transformed body is not celebrated as a feminist
utopia. It is a site of confusion, shame, desire, and absurdity. But precisely because it cannot be
reduced to a stable message, it resists the closure of normative interpretation. It forces readers
to confront contradictions they might otherwise ignore. Is the breast an object of desire, a
symbol of maternal nurture, a site of male anxiety, or a critique of objectification? The answer
is not singular. The text remains open.

This openness matters because it prevents theory from becoming reductive. A literary text does
not simply illustrate philosophy; it complicates it. The Breast shows that bodily transformation
is at once symbolic and affective, social and personal, comic and traumatic. Such complexity
is what makes literary criticism valuable. It can track tensions that fixed categories cannot
contain. At the same time, the text’s very ambiguity supports the broader theoretical claim of
this paper: identity categories are unstable. The novella does not solve the problem of gender;
it dramatizes its instability. In that sense, it performs a critique rather than stating it directly.

Conclusion

This study has examined the relationship between gender representation, media discourse,
and sexual performativity through a literary critical analysis of Philip Roth’s The Breast.
The discussion began by showing that the media is not a neutral mirror of reality but a
powerful cultural institution that shapes public understanding of femininity, masculinity,
and sexual normality. Through repetitive stereotypes, objectification, and beauty-centered
representations, the media reinforces patriarchal ideology and disciplines women into
conformity with restrictive norms. In Foucauldian terms, it produces docile bodies; in
Butlerian terms, it sustains the repeated performances through which gender appears natural
(Foucault 180; Butler 175). Against this cultural backdrop, The Breast offers a radically
destabilizing literary event. David Kepesh’s metamorphosis into a breast exposes the fragility
of sexual identity, bodily coherence, and heteronormative assumptions.

The text challenges binary oppositions such as male/female, subject/object, heterosexual/
homosexual, and active/passive. Rather than presenting sexuality as an inner biological truth,
the novella portrays it as something mediated by discourse, performance, fantasy, and social
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recognition. The transformed body becomes a site where normative identity collapses and
where the illusion of natural gender is exposed (Roth 86-87). The paper has also shown that
Roth’s text is significant not only because of its bizarre premise but because of what that premise
makes visible. By literalizing objectification and placing a male subject in a feminized bodily
form, the novella illuminates the politics of visibility, shame, vulnerability, and classification.
It reveals how much normative masculinity depends on bodily mastery and how quickly that
mastery breaks down once the body ceases to conform. In this sense, The Breast can be read
as a critique of both patriarchal masculinity and compulsory heterosexual coherence.

The contribution of this study extends across three interconnected dimensions: theoretical,
literary, and cultural. On a theoretical level, the analysis contributes to the expansion of
gender theory by demonstrating that Butler’s performativity, Foucault's productive power,
and MclIntosh's critique of sexual categorization are not merely abstract frameworks but tools
capable of illuminating literary embodiment in concrete and productive ways, affirming that
literature does not simply illustrate theory but pressures and extends it. On a literary level, the
study offers a reinterpretation of Roth’s The Breast that moves beyond existing psychoanalytic
and absurdist readings by situating the novella within feminist and queer critical frameworks,
recovering underexplored dimensions of the text including its critique of masculine authority,
its destabilization of heteronormative coherence, and its exposure of objectification as a
structural feature of patriarchal culture, thereby inviting scholars to reconsider Roth as a writer
whose grotesque imagination exposes the violence concealed within ordinary gender logic.

On a cultural level, the study carries particular relevance for contemporary debates about
media and body politics, for in an age of digital media saturation and algorithmically reinforced
gender norms, the disciplinary mechanisms Foucault described have intensified rather than
diminished, making literature an increasingly important counter-site capable of estranging
what media naturalizes and rendering visible the ideological machinery that shapes bodies,
desires, and identities, such that reading critically remains a genuinely political act.

Ultimately, this study concludes that gender and sexuality are neither fixed nor purely private
but culturally produced, socially enforced, and continuously negotiated. Media often works
to maintain the illusion of stable and natural gender roles, yet texts like The Breast reveal
that such stability is always precarious. The body, far from being a simple biological fact, is a
contested site of discourse and power, and to read critically is to recognize how cultural forms
shape identity and how literature can help unmake what culture has made seem inevitable.
It must be acknowledged, however, that this study carries certain limitations. The analysis is
confined to a close reading of a single novella, and its interpretations cannot be generalized
to Roth’s broader literary corpus or to postmodern literature more widely. Furthermore, the
study relies on selected theoretical frameworks and a discourse-based engagement with media
representation rather than empirical analysis of specific media texts, which necessarily delimits
the scope of its cultural claims. These limitations notwithstanding, the study offers a critically
grounded and theoretically rigorous contribution to debates on gender, representation, and
literary embodiment.

JINA: Journal of Innovation in Academia - Volume 5- Issue 1, 2026



218 Paudel, Udaya Raj. “Gender Representation, Media Discourse...” 2026
Acknowledgements

The authors would like to express their sincere gratitude to the members of the Editorial
Board of this journal and the reviewers for constructive feedback.

Conflict of Interest

The authors declare that there is no conflict of interest.
Funding

There was no external source of funding for the research

ORCID iD

: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5234-5081

Works Cited

Berry, Peter. Beginning Theory. Manchester University Press, 1995.

Bertens, Hans. Literary Theory: The Basics. Routledge, 2001.

Butler, Judith. Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex. Routledge, 1993.
Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. Routledge, 1999.

Foucault, Michel. “Docile Bodies.” The Foucault Reader, edited by Paul Rabinow, Pantheon
Books, 1984, pp. 179-87.

---. The History of Sexuality. Translated by Robert Hurley, Penguin, 1998.
Gooblar, David. The major phases of Philip Roth. A&C Black, 2011.
Lee, Hermione. Philip Roth. Methuen, 1982.

McIntosh, Mary. “Queer Theory and the War of the Sexes.” Feminisms, edited by Sandra Kemp
and Judith Squires, Oxford UP, 1997, pp. 334-40.

Rayner, Philip, and Peter Wall. Media Studies: The Essential Introduction. Routledge, 2004.
Roth, Philip. The Breast. Bantam Books, 1973.

Royal, Derek Parker. American Pastoral and I Married a Communist. Praeger, 2005.
Schor, Naomi, ed. Feminist and Gender Studies. Routledge, 2004.
Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. Garland Publishing, 1999.

JINA: Journal of Innovation in Academia - Volume 5- Issue 1, 2026



Paudel, Udaya Raj. “Gender Representation, Media Discourse...” 2026 219

Updike, John. Hugging the Shore: Essays and Criticism. Random House Trade Paperbacks,
2013.

Waugh, Patricia, ed. Literary Theory and Criticism: An Oxford Guide. Oxford University Press,
2006.

Woods, Tim. Beginning Postmodernism. Manchester University Press, 2007.

Bio

Mr. Paudel is an English and Communication Faculty, abreast a successful administrator.
He is also PhD scholar in the Department of Humanities and Social Sciences, Tribhuvan
University. He has published a number of research articles in the ranked journals. His areas
of publication range from gender, race, class, business, politics and policy.

Email: udayapaudel7 @gmail.com

Cite as: Paudel, Udaya Raj. “Gender Representation, Media Discourse and Sexual
Performativity: A Reading of Philip Roth’s The Breast.” Journal of Innovation in Academia,
vol. 5, no. 1, Jun. 2026, pp. 204-219. https://doi.org/10.32674 /j5chha34

Note: The authors acknowledge the use of OpenAl and ChatGPT for final drafting and
editing support. The tool was used for refining languages/ensuring clarity and coherence
throughout the article. The contributions made by ChatGPT helped the overall quality of this
work. The authors retain full responsibility for the accuracy, integrity, and originality of the
manuscript.

JINA: Journal of Innovation in Academia - Volume 5- Issue 1, 2026



