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Sex and Gender in M. Butterfly

Kiyoto SATO

In the Western world, Cio-Cio-San in Puccini’s Madama Butterfly represents a stereotype of the

Oriental woman who is obedient and submissive to the men. M. Butterfly, David Henry Hwang’s

play, tries to deconstruct that myth. In his play, a French diplomat Rene Gallimard imagines that he

is Pinkerton and his Chinese lover Song is his Butterfly. But at the end of the play, when it is

revealed that the Asian woman he loved is actually a man, Gallimard realizes that he is Butterfly

and Song is Pinkerton. Just as Edward Said did in his seminal book Orientalism, Hwang criticizes the

stereotypical image of Asian women by Westerners in M. Butterfly.

Although racial and gender problems are entangled in M. Butterfly, the entanglement has not

been understood completely. In this paper, according to the difference between sex (biologically and

physically defined) and gender (socially and ideally defined), I will explicate the mechanism in

which the gender problem is treated in M. Butterfly. From this analysis, I will show that Hwang

criticizes not only Westerners but also all audiences who take it for granted that sex is compatible

with gender.
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