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Introduction
Stories and Selves

I

n the fall of 1331, in the Catalan town of Perelada, Guillem Castelló of
Castelló d’Empúries petitioned a court to have his marriage annulled.
His reasoning was simple: his wife, Berengaria, was unable to have sex.
The result was anything but. To verify his claims, Guillem sought the expertise
of a surgeon, Vesianus Pelegrini. After a thorough examination of Berengaria, the
surgeon came to a startling conclusion. Berengaria, in his view, was not a woman
at all. Instead, Berengaria had
a male penis and testicles like a man, and she is so narrow that she can barely
urinate through an opening that she has in a fissure that she has in the vulva,
[which] lies beneath her penis. She has a flap stretched between her thighs like
the wings of a bat, which covers the fissure in the vulva whenever she draws her
knees toward her head. She has more the aspect of a man than a woman, and
there is no way in which Guillem or any other man can lie with her, nor can she
render her conjugal debt, nor conceive nor bear a child.1

According to Pelegrini’s testimony, Berengaria possessed both traditionally masculine and feminine physical attributes. In modern language, Berengaria might
now be called “sex variant” or “intersex.”
Preserved in a manuscript now held in the Arxiu Històric Provincial in
Girona, the summary of the case fills just one handwritten page (see fig. 0.1),
yet it captures in detailed prose how an Iberian medical practitioner understood
and described Berengaria’s body. The record, however, betrays no interest in the
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F i gu r e 0. 1 Berengaria’s story. Girona, Arxiu Històric de Girona, Notaria de Peralada, 26 bis.
Llibre de Bernat Sunyer, years 1331–32, fol. 52v.

consequences for the affected parties: for Berengaria and her* husband, for their
extended families, or for their broader community. The brief account breaks
off before we learn anything about what Berengaria had to say about her own
body or about what the court ultimately ruled. We find no hint of Berengaria’s
*. I use the pronouns she/her for Berengaria, in keeping with the only archival source in which Berengaria’s story appears, and bearing in mind that we cannot know how Berengaria identified. I do not wish
to impose further pronouns on Berengaria.
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experiences growing up, nor anything regarding how, at a moment of crisis in her
marriage, she reacted to news that her anatomy had “more the aspect of a man
than a woman.” The clarity of Berengaria’s examination, in fact, lies in stark contrast to the opacity of the events that surrounded it. No documents have surfaced
to amend these silences; we can only speculate as to what happened to Berengaria’s marriage, as well as to her fate thereafter.
During the fourteenth century, marriage was a contract that required certain
standards of behavior from partners. At that time, wives were responsible for familial tasks, including rendering the “conjugal debt”—that is, having sex with their
husbands—and bearing and raising children.2 Considering whether Berengaria
could fulfill these duties, Pelegrini, who had practiced in the area for more than
two decades, found that “[no] man can lie with her, nor can she . . . conceive nor
bear a child.”3 His testimony indicated that a capacity for sexual intercourse with a
man, as well as an ability to bear heirs, were key to his—and the court’s—definition
of womanhood. During this same time period, as I explain later in this book, other
surgeons went further, arguing that surgical operations could “correct” bodies like
Berengaria’s and return them to the “natural form” of a man or a woman.
In villages across northeastern Catalonia, lineages were closely intertwined, and
residents were intimately familiar with the life stories and family histories of their
neighbors.4 Episcopal visitation records depict villagers as remarkably well-informed about the minutiae of their neighbors’ private lives. In the nearby village
of Vic in 1331–32, residents were sufficiently aware of one couple’s marital problems to report to authorities that the pair completely lacked “carnal relations.”5
But marriage in the fourteenth century was rarely about just the two partners. It
was often equally, if not more, valuable for their extended families, for whom marriage cemented alliances. In Iberian villages, a marriage was typically announced
by a public ceremony, or by the reading of the banns (a formal declaration of a
couple’s intent to marry). As a result, Berengaria’s neighbors would likely have
known of her impending marriage; and just as important, they would have known
of its ultimate failure.6 We can imagine that news of Berengaria’s case reached her
village, providing fodder for gossip and, if Berengaria’s anatomy wasn’t already
known, perhaps dampening her or her family’s prospects.7 While some marriages
in the area were dissolved with relative ease, other breakups led to tension and
animosity, with profound effects on the community. As the historian Michelle
Armstrong-Partida observes, some spouses chose to leave a village after a breakup
caused by infidelity or abandonment, rather than face what amounted in the fourteenth century to a “great scandal.”8 Rumors about Berengaria’s case could have
led to scandal, too, perhaps even causing Berengaria or her former husband to
migrate, setting into motion other historical narratives that we can only imagine.
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Beyond that, because Pelegrini described Berengaria’s anatomy as predominantly
male, it is possible that Berengaria later adopted a male legal status.9 Chances are
that Berengaria’s case had momentous, and perhaps disastrous, effects.
Reading the extant record of Berengaria’s life, we can see how the workings of
the court—its inspections and classifications and processes—loom ever larger,
while Berengaria herself shrinks, almost to the point of disappearing from view.
What really happened—that is, whatever Berengaria truly felt or experienced—
remains unknown. In this medieval version of what Marisa J. Fuentes calls a
“palimpsest of material and meaning,” we cannot find anything approximating
a “voice” or a “subjectivity.”10 We can glimpse Berengaria’s story only fleetingly,
even as the archive limits the extent to which we can ever recover or historicize it.
Though we know far more about Berengaria’s anatomy than she ever likely would
have wanted, we know nothing of her own perspective. We can offer little more
than guesses as to what Berengaria was thinking.
The absence of Berengaria’s own thoughts is especially poignant because in
the Middle Ages thinking about nonbinary sex was a constant and long-lived
pursuit. In discussions that ranged far beyond legal decisions and that appeared
in an expansive range of texts, authors of all stripes—from judges to clerics to
surgeons to poets—repeatedly embraced the idea of nonbinary-sexed figures
they called “hermaphrodites” or “androgynes.” During the late antique and
medieval periods, such nonbinary figures appeared repeatedly as analytical tools
that explained or defined the very nature of human identity. For the better part
of a millennium, from 200–1400 CE, a host of thinkers—among them, theologians, cartographers, natural philosophers, lawyers, moralists, surgeons, and
alchemists—identified nonbinary-sexed figures as embedded in, and able to shed
light on, critical debates about sex, gender, species, and the nexus of embodied
and cultural difference that we now call race. Even as actual individuals with
atypical sex anatomies were rendered practically voiceless during the period,
authors and artists spoke volumes about these topics through the concept of
nonbinary sex. I trace their discussions across different genres of literature, looking carefully at how they explored human nature through images of hermaphrodites, androgynes, and other figures that lay outside the “binary division”—as
one thirteenth-century thinker put it.11 To be sure, such analyses took place on
a different intellectual stage than did Berengaria’s case before the Catalan court.
And yet, these lofty considerations of sex and human nature reflected the very
conditions of vulnerability that shaped Berengaria’s fate.
Few of the thinkers featured in this study probably ever knowingly met what
we now call an intersex person. Much of their “thinking with” hermaphroditism,
androgyny, and other nonbinary ideas took place in the abstract and focused on
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types and concepts rather than on known individuals. But such abstract thinking had real-life consequences all the same. As I explain, when theorists used
ideas about nonbinary sex to define “self ” and “other”—whether to distinguish
Christians from non-Christians, humans from nonhumans, or neighbors from
foes—they radically shaped the fates of actual living people.12 Speculative thinking about bodies and the ways in which those bodies are genuinely experienced
cannot be entirely separated. In light of this entanglement, I shift back and forth
in this book between ideas about nonbinary sex and actual intersex individuals
(like Berengaria), showing how they interacted with and influenced each other.
This study bears witness to the considerable burden that sex- and gender-marginalized people shouldered in meaning-making and human-making in the history of premodern Europe. For over a thousand years, bodies that did not fit a
sexual binary became a concentrated site of meaning where arguments about sex,
gender, sexuality, animality, religiosity, and the nature of life on earth all played
out. In such arguments, ideas about nonbinary sex provided an epistemological
touchstone. Although intersex individuals were socially and textually marginalized, ideas about nonbinary sex were central to the fundamental categories that
ordered the world. My book ranges widely across Christian European thought
and society to explore how and why efforts to define human experience so often
relied on ideas about nonbinary figures.
This book is therefore about language and fundamental ways of thinking—
about how our ideas about sex and anatomy are never just about a physical act
or about our physical bodies; instead, they are always ideas about what it means
to be human and what it means to be a self in relation to other selves and to the
world. I emphasize here the ways in which human identity in premodern Europe
was wrapped up in—and worked out upon—the real or imagined properties of
nonbinary sex, which gave rise to an exceptionally powerful concept. Ideas about
nonbinary sex categories appeared in many areas of premodern thought because
they were implicated in how thinkers imagined all kinds of diversity. And yet
such ideas were also a special pressure point, allowing premodern authors—and
allowing us today—to stop and think about how we think.

SEX AND SYSTEMS OF CLASSIFICATION

Classification always depends on boundaries, and boundaries always define who
or what is included by deciding who or what is excluded. That is, we know what
is inside a category by delineating what is outside it. Such delineations set up a
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binary—a pair of distinct qualities that oppose and support each other. But as
soon as we imagine a binary, we tend to breach it in our thought, to imagine
what lies between or beyond its contours.13 We often, for instance, perceive black
and white as a binary pair, yet once we think about their opposition, it is almost
impossible not to also consider the shades of gray that exist between.
As I explain in this book, premodern thinkers embraced nonbinary sex as a
part of their own classificatory systems in an effort to delineate boundaries and,
often, to suggest how those boundaries might be crossed. Although “hermaphrodite” is now generally considered a derogatory term (as I explain below), in
the premodern period, the word had linguistic roots that made it an especially
apt tool for thinking about boundaries. “Hermaphrodite” carried with it a multilayered inheritance from classical antiquity: the term was a portmanteau of
Hermes and Aphrodite, the deities who, in Greco-Roman mythology, gave birth
to the bisexed god Hermaphroditus.14 The name Hermes, moreover, derived
its root from herma—the Latin word for boundary stone—an etymology that
highlighted the boundary-marking and boundary-crossing ideas inherent in
the term.15 The concept of hermaphroditism made perhaps its most influential
appearance in Ovid’s first-century Latin poem Metamorphoses. In that text, a
female water nymph named Salmacis attempts to seduce the youth Hermaphroditus at the site of her fountain. When Hermaphroditus, who is portrayed in the
poem as male, rejects Salmacis’s advances, she petitions the gods to join them forever. The result is a conjoined creature of both male and female parts: Hermaphroditus and Salmacis “were no longer two, nor such as to be called, one, woman,
and one, man. They seemed neither, and yet both.”16 The legacy of this tale, which
characterized hermaphroditism as a fusion, a negation, and a transformation of
sexed categories, continued to reverberate throughout the ancient and medieval
worlds, and it is a story I return to many times in this book.
In the Middle Ages, the term “hermaphrodite” gave expression to a wide
variety of boundary-related notions, some of which resonate with our far more
recent terms, “intersex” and “transgender” (more on those in a moment). Like
those terms, “hermaphrodite” sometimes was used to describe an individual like
Berengaria. But more frequently, a “hermaphrodite” was a concept that offered
a highly flexible means to order the world. By drawing and crossing boundaries,
the idea of a hermaphrodite enabled—and forced—communities to sort peoples, ideas, and situations into interrelated binaries and, moreover, to assign to
them a positive or negative value. This idea could serve as a vector of fluidity and
metamorphosis but also, at other times, as a hybrid that constricted and policed
categories. These divergent paths allowed ideas about nonbinary sex to be used
toward contrary ends: thinkers could emphasize the instability of premodern
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bodies through images of nonbinary-sexed figures, who (they believed) transgressed or made irrelevant dichotomous roles. Yet, at other times, nonbinary
imagery served to tighten and enforce those boundaries.
This interplay between metamorphosis and hybridity, between flux and stasis,
was the process by which ideas about nonbinary sex shaped what it meant to
be human and, by extension, who could enjoy humanity’s safeguards and privileges.17 As I argue here, a full analysis of such ideas transforms our understanding
of sex, gender, and human history. Ideas about nonbinary-sexed figures underpinned how writers imagined all sorts of categories: those of male and female—
certainly—but also those of species and nature, and of belief and culture. What is
more, when we analyze this history, I suggest we cannot help but reenvision our
own categories, too.18

MODERN SCHOLARSHIP AND PREMODERN PERSPECTIVES

My perspective in this book is informed by much recent theorizing in queer,
feminist, intersex, and transgender studies, in critical animal studies and posthuman studies, and in Black feminist and decolonial thought. Scholars in these
fields have been pioneers in dismantling any easy separation of humans from
nonhumans, foregrounding the role of sex and gender in defining humankind,
and making clear how ontological categories are inflected by race and place. This
book adopts certain frameworks and observations by those scholars, who (for
the most part) study modern society and culture, but it also revises some of their
chronologies and approaches. As we shall see, episodes from the distant past are
often strikingly similar to our own current debates about sex, gender, and identity, and they expand our modern chronological view. Yet, in other ways, premodern categories are foreign to us, suggesting that sex and gender have starkly
different meanings when viewed across time.
Up until the mid-twentieth century, “hermaphrodite” was a common term
in medical and sexological literature used to describe variations in sexed characteristics that, as the scholar Iain Morland dryly observes, “some people find
confusing.”19 During the late twentieth century, affected individuals begin to
view “hermaphrodite” as an offensive and outdated term. For a new generation of
thinkers, the word was misleading: it conjured up an individual who, like Ovid’s
mythic creature, had two complete sexes—a physiological impossibility. It also
connoted sexual fetishes and fantasies that stigmatized individuals and negatively affected their experience of health care. A group of activists and scholars
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instead proposed “intersex” as the preferred term, and they began to describe
intersex variations not as pathologies but as sources of identity and pride. Even
more recently, many individuals have embraced the term “DSD” (an acronym for
disorders or differences of sex development), signaling that they view—or at least
find it beneficial to describe—their variations as disorders warranting medical
attention, although others have rejected this nomenclature.20
Both intersex and DSD operate as umbrella terms for dozens of diagnoses,
encompassing perceived ambiguities or disagreements among components of
sex: internal sex organs, chromosomes, hormones, and external genitalia.21 Some
variations are apparent at birth, while others become obvious only at the time
of puberty. Researchers estimate that one or two of every two thousand people possesses an intersex variation, a common-enough incidence that scholars
and activists have suggested that multiple gradations of sex between male and
female should be considered normal.22 In general, in today’s global north, when
an infant with an intersex variation is born, doctors assign a male or female sex
to that infant and, in many cases, they also perform surgeries or other medical
interventions to make that infant’s body look more like what they think a male
or female person should look like.23 Although activists have denounced cosmetic
genital surgeries on intersex infants for decades, physicians have been slow to
curtail them. In addition, because certain physicians have advised parents to keep
their children’s diagnoses secret from them, some people with intersex variations
describe being unable to access or understand their own medical histories.24
Some have experienced feelings of “dread and horror” stemming from unwanted
or damaging treatments or from confusing exams. Some describe having never
felt at home in their assigned sex.25
The surge in intersex studies of the 1990s and early 2000s grew out of a desire
to address these ethical violations and the secrecy that surrounded them. Pioneering scholars and writers such as Bo Laurent (Cheryl Chase), Morgan Holmes,
Iain Morland, Thea Hillman, Suzanne Kessler, Alice Dreger, Elizabeth Reis,
David A. Rubin, and Katrina Karkazis, among others, have written important
studies of intersex within different social and medical contexts, advocating for
the health of affected individuals and their right to bodily autonomy (many of
them writing from their own perspectives as people with intersex variations).26 A
number of scholars in this field have, in addition, grounded contemporary thinking about intersex within a larger historical framework, creating an expanded
account of intersex and its treatment across time.
Scholars in transgender studies (also known as trans or trans* studies) have
also been at work creating a broader history of transgender self-perceptions and
practices. Their efforts date back to Leslie Feinberg’s Transgender Warriors, a
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groundbreaking study that identified figures from the historical past as “transgender,” that is, as individuals whose sense of gender identity or whose gender
practices did not match the sex to which they were assigned at birth.27 While
Feinberg’s initial effort, now more than twenty years old, has been criticized for
anachronism, scholars and readers have also recognized the immense power of
identifying historical ancestors. If anti-transgender sentiments now often rely
on ideas about “traditional” gender (i.e., the assumption that transgender practices are new and historically unprecedented), transgender histories can offer a
way for trans people to “arm themselves” against charges that “nobody like them
ever existed before 1990 or so,” as the scholar Alex Baldassano explains.28 In their
book Transgender Studies Reader 2, editors Susan Stryker and Aren Z. Aizura
suggest that transgender history brings together “different methods for excavating pasts that certainly contained gender-variant cultural practices, without necessarily imposing the name ‘transgender’ on historical moments.”29 Transgender
history, then, allows us to foreground different kinds of gender-crossings from
the past, making them legible and meaningful to readers now. Such histories can
foster a sense of connection between gender-crossing individuals across time, and
they can make the existence of such communities in the future more imaginable.30 They can also educate non-gender-marginalized people, enabling them to
understand that diverse categories of sex and gender are significant, and that they
cannot be left out of our standard histories.
Intersex people—that is, those born with bodies that are not considered typically male or female—and transgender people—in simple terms, those born
with bodies that do not fit their gender identity or whose practices defy gender
norms in some way—are distinct groups.31 Most people with intersex variations
do not identify as transgender (although some do). But the two communities
have commonalities: above all, both groups argue that they should be allowed
to live according to their own gender identities and to control what is done
(or not done) to their bodies. They view these demands as a matter of human
rights. Both groups face discrimination and, because certain intersex activists and
scholars have aligned with the LGBT community, their political and intellectual
movements are in certain respects linked.32
The interrelation of transgender and intersex is particularly important for my
book because some of the gender-crossings attributed to “hermaphrodites” in
premodern Europe more closely resemble what we now call “transgender” than
what we now call “intersex.” As a result, this study grounds its subjects in the
history of both groups. Because it is the least pathologizing term and the one
most often used in social science scholarship, I use “intersex” when referring to
individuals with sex-variant bodies in the past, although “intersex,” too, has its
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critics.33 Intersex is a modern term, but it is analogous to, and hence descriptive
of, a category of intermediate sex that some thinkers identified during the premodern period. I also use “transgender” as an analytical, rather than an identitarian term, to speak of past gender-crossing practices, as I explain in chapter 5.
When discussing ideas and myths about sex and gender categories, however,
I often retain the specific vocabulary of my primary sources: “hermaphrodite,”
“androgyne” (Greek for “man-woman”), and “neither” or “both” sexes.34 I also
consider a range of other bodies that fit uneasily into premodern male-female
binaries, including asexuals, sodomites, eunuchs, castrates, impotent men,
women with “enlarged” genitals, and others. I use “nonbinary” to encompass all
of these ancient and medieval categories, although I am aware that many intersex
and transgender people do not today identify as nonbinary. I am also aware that
many people now view “hermaphrodite” as an offensive and retrograde term,
rightly relegated to the dustbin of history in favor of less stigmatizing vocabulary.
I hope readers will accept my use of it here as I engage critically with my primary sources. In the course of that engagement, I try to avoid reifying derogatory
language and concepts while also remaining attentive to historical specificity.35
Because ancient and medieval ideas about hermaphroditism and those about
modern intersex or transgender are not precisely equivalent, the terms cannot
always be used interchangeably, nor can we place all the subjects of this study
into a teleological arc in which premodern categories eventually become what we
now recognize as modern ones.36 In some cases, to be sure, ancient and medieval
ideas about sex and gender are very similar to, and even seem to anticipate, our
own. In other cases, however, premodern ideas are starkly different: sometimes
they are far more restrictive and derogatory than our current ones, but at other
times they are more accepting and can present themselves in rich and imaginative ways. While similarities between past and present speak to the deep roots
of our current assumptions about sex and gender, the many differences between
them also unsettle those assumptions. Recent scholarship has already taken up
this point, suggesting how earlier models of sex and gender might give voice to
transgender, intersex, or queer identities in new and unexpected ways, both supporting and challenging the ways in which we talk about sex and gender today.37
This relatively new dialogue between intersex studies, transgender studies, and
premodern history does more than just show us that sex- and gender-variant people have a long presence in the historical record. It also opens up insights into the
formation of classificatory systems themselves, the very structures that render certain anatomies and individuals “variant.” Through historical analysis, we can document how hierarchical and oppositional modes of sex and gender come into being,
rather than accepting them as natural, real, or immutable.38 This mode of historical
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analysis is often called a “denaturalization” of sex and gender, and it follows the historian Joan W. Scott’s famous observation that a fixed male-female binary reflects
neither nature nor consensus but rather “overt contests” and “the refusal or repression of alternative possibilities.”39 Exploring such contests across time can persuade
us to view with new skepticism the seemingly unambiguous categories of “male”
and “female.”40 It can also help us to remember that societies in the distant past
thought about sex and gender deeply and creatively, just as we do now.

NONBINARY SEX AT THE BEGINNING AND
END OF TIME: A CHRONOLOGY

The chronological arc of this book is simple, even as the ideas are anything but:
we find an embrace of the idea of nonbinary sex among authorities in early Christianity, its rejection at the turn of the thirteenth century, and a new enthusiasm
for its novel and expanded properties at the dawn of the Renaissance. I begin my
first chapter in the third century, but I move quickly to the European medieval
period, which is the main focus of this book. Each chapter leads us through a
different cluster of related texts, tracing the twists and turns of people who were
thinking about—and through—the concept of nonbinary sex and exploring the
often-vast ramifications of that thinking.41
In chapter 1, we find ancient and medieval Christians who hailed “androgyny” as a transcendent combination of male and female—the original condition
of humanity, created by God and chronicled in the first chapters of the biblical
book of Genesis. By this argument, Adam was made initially as an “androgyne”
(or “man-woman”)—a state of pure and primal undifferentiation and at odds
with the divisive male and female sexes that followed thereafter. While a number of authorities rejected this opinion—often conflating androgynes with what
they described as deviant and double-sexed “hermaphrodites”—a countertradition persisted, claiming nonbinary sex as a divine and human ideal. The distinctive relationship between Adam and Eve, moreover, set the stage for broader
social structures of family, kingdom, and church; therefore, belief in a “primal
androgyne” had the power to undermine society’s foundational order. This chapter also considers the Christian theology of the resurrection, another fundamental doctrine that developed during the period, and one that held that all humans
would reclaim their bodies at the end of time as they entered the afterlife. This
chapter explores the ways in which theology defined human sex by considering
which bodies were perfect enough to experience eternity.

© Columbia University Press

12

l

I n t rodu ct i o n

If some early Christians believed androgyny to be a human ideal, shifting
political currents eventually led to more ambivalent attitudes toward nonbinary sex. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, a heightening of religious tensions between Christians and Jews in northern Europe, as well as a worsening
of prospects for crusaders in what Christians called the “holy land,” prompted
Christians to more adamantly distinguish and demote the “others” around them.
Chapters 2 and 3 reveal two manifestations of this broader trend, discussing how
authors portrayed hermaphrodites as both monsters and beasts in an effort to
substantiate differences between Christians, Muslims, and Jews. In chapter 2,
I begin with a “world map”—the English Hereford mappamundi—which
invoked both nonbinary sex and the legend of the so-called “monstrous races” to
comment upon the crusades. The map depicted a turbaned figure as a mythical,
bilaterally split “hermaphrodite,” drawing upon ancient and medieval myths to
brand its subject as monstrous, sexually deviant, and dubiously human. Here and
elsewhere, authors were concerned with characterizing geographic, religious, and
racial “others” as different from Christians—and inferior to them—on the basis
of both bodily and cultural traits. In that capacity, ideas about nonbinary sex
actively shaped the reality of the period, suggesting which bodies could not fit
within Christian territory and justifying violence that was all too real.
Chapter 3 continues this approach by looking at a virulently polemical image
of a nonbinary-sexed hyena in the Aberdeen Bestiary, which served to dehumanize Jews, as well as to paint them as duplicitous agents of spiritual pollution. Such
connections contributed to an ongoing campaign in thirteenth-century England
to remove Jews from Christian society. The production of this and other similar images presaged or coincided with violent massacres of Jews in England, as
well as the expulsion of Jewish communities from the region in 1290. Here again,
I show how medieval Christians used images of nonbinary-sexed figures to substantiate divisions and to displace non-Christians elsewhere, outside the territorial and ritual bounds of Christian kingdoms. Once more, ideas about nonbinary
sex played an important role in demarcating limits and demonizing religious and
racial outsiders, and then removing them from Christian society.
Chapter 4 considers natural philosophers and legal theorists as they struggled
to define which sexes were human ones. The thirteenth century saw an influx of
naturalist ideas into Latin Europe from the classical Greek and Islamic worlds.
Those texts offered new ways of systematizing distinctions between men and
women, as well as between different kinds of creatures. Their appearance in Latin
Europe shaped a new and foundational belief among some European naturalists
that what we now call intersex—generally called “hermaphroditism” by medieval
authors—did not exist in the human species. Beginning in the mid-thirteenth
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century, certain natural philosophers claimed male and female to be the only
proper human sexes, a theoretical model that complemented their views that
lower creatures such as plants and “imperfect” animals could express multiple
sexes but that higher creatures such as humans came in just male and female
types. As a result, intersex became for them a “monstrosity” rather than one of
several natural possibilities of human sex, as previous medical models had imagined. In this chapter, I also examine the opinions of Roman and canon lawyers,
who proposed a different way of dividing humanity into sexed categories but
who also enforced male-female binaries in their approaches to inheritance, baptism, ordination, and other matters.
Chapter 5 confronts efforts not only to think about nonbinary sex in the
abstract but also to alter the physical bodies of actual individuals. In Italy and
France in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, surgeons devised
ways of “correcting” atypical sex anatomies by surgically removing parts of people’s bodies. These brutal surgeries, and the textbooks that justified them, reveal
contradictory efforts to define sex by means of behavior, sexual desire, and physical shape. Chapters 4 and 5 demonstrate how considerations of nonbinary sex
categories prompted authorities to define the human sexes, to place humanity
within a larger natural order, and to manipulate their fellow humans to fit within
that imagined order. Their conclusions led to new bodily ideals along with new
roles for medicine to play in their regulation.
As my first five chapters demonstrate, writers and thinkers from the twelfth
to the fourteenth century generally favored the erasure of nonbinary sex from
both the human body and the broader community (although their arguments
were never unidirectional nor monolithic). But as new theories about the body
surfaced at the end of the period, so too did new ideas about sexual difference.42
Even as actual people with sex-variant anatomies were steeped in a history
that overwhelmingly viewed them as defective or atavistic, novel arguments in
the fourteenth century began to exalt ideas about nonbinary sex as a path to
utopic and forward-looking freedom. As chapter 6 shows, indebted to growing optimism about the possibility of metamorphosis, as well as to developing
ideas about sex in medieval art and literature, fourteenth- and fifteenth-century
authors proposed a new and ideal figure, the “alchemical hermaphrodite.” This
figure shared much with its antecedents, yet it also diverged from them sharply.
This alchemical hermaphrodite was a transformative concept—as well as a chemical product—that could reportedly change other objects and people. As a figure
of metamorphosis, the alchemical hermaphrodite suggested new ways of being
in the world—and ones that went far beyond ordinary categories and divisions.
Some alchemical authors even claimed that Jesus combined not only human and
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divine attributes but also masculine and feminine ones. This alchemical “Jesus
hermaphrodite” possessed awesome powers of transmutation, purifying both
bodies and spirits. Contemporary authors claimed that the emergence of the
Jesus hermaphrodite was crucial because the apocalyptic end of time was near.
While the early “Adam androgyne” represented early human society, the “Jesus
hermaphrodite” assured humanity’s ultimate salvation. These two figures, which
flourished at the beginning and the end of the period I survey here, identified
nonbinary sexes as the anchors of eschatological time: its origin and its final reconciliatory end.


It is not always clear what premodern history—so remote from us in time and
intellectual context—has to offer to people now, who might crave both a usable
past and a more radically transformative future. Yet because this history is so
removed from us, I argue it has exceptional power. Where we do find resonances
between past and present, we are reminded that our own current controversies
are far from unique. And where the premodern period stands as a world completely apart, it testifies to the simple fact that dramatic change has happened,
and that it is indeed still possible. When we perceive an earlier period in all its
alterity and, further, when we see the profound shifts that occurred even within
that period, we can see how new futures come into being—how, as Susan Stryker
says, “The flesh can, at times, come to signify anew.”43 This book follows these
new futures as they unfold in the distant past, demonstrating that our ordering
of sex, gender, and embodiment in our own era “is not natural, inevitable, or
eternal.”44 We might also consider how our own ordering shapes the questions we
ask about the past—how we make the past, too, signify anew.
The book’s title, The Shape of Sex, refers to the shape of the body, the focus
of so much inquiry and contestation during the premodern period. Yet it also
speaks to the ways in which bodily sex came to “shape” the ancient and medieval worlds, transforming their social, religious, and natural landscapes. It also,
further, points to how sex still continues to shape our cultural views. The scholars M. W. Bychowski and Ruth Evans have recently and helpfully suggested
that, with respect to nonbinary sex, we might move across temporal registers,
acknowledging “the presence of the past in the now and of the now in the past,”
and noting how such dislocations can “disorien[t] claims over what genders exist
when and where.”45 I devote this study to such sentiments. Premodern ideas
about nonbinary sex—uniting fusions, mixtures, and negations; in the service
of medical decisions, social and religious dilemmas, and cartographies of people
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and places—are all different from each other, and they are all different in certain respects from what we now call transgender or intersex. And yet, even as we
acknowledge these differences between past and present—between categories,
vocabularies, and imperatives—it is important to point out that, just as in the
premodern era, our modern debates have at their heart who gets to be human.
To declare oneself “human” is to define what is “not human.” Such articulations force us to contend with, or at least imagine, those who are not “us”—and to
decide whether to assimilate or reject those outsiders. Each time we make these
decisions, we define our relations with the world and with ourselves. It is through
narrating these acts, we might say, that we write a story of our self. I document
here a premodern story of self that entangled male and female, human and animal, and race and religion in ways familiar (inviting modern thinkers to consider
an expanded timeline for our own modern exclusions) and unfamiliar (suggesting that those exclusions are not inevitable but the result of specific historical
circumstances). The Shape of Sex tells a premodern story of self that enabled
thinkers to define who they were, who they were not, and who was deserving
of a livable life. If we look and read carefully, as I suggest here, this premodern
story of self might prompt us to engage more effectively with our own humanity.
It might help us to see more clearly how we write our own stories of self and
other—of representation, symbol, and image—and it might illuminate how we
piece together, both in the past and the future, the direction of historical change.
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