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SONJA KERTH

>HERMAPHRODITI< — BODILY DIFFERENT FROM
BOTH MEN AND WOMEN (CA. 1100 TO CA. 1600)

GENERAL

In medieval and Early Modern Western Europe, people with the bodily characteristics of
both men and women were called >hermaphroditesc in learned discourse. The paradigm
referred to the condition of double external genitalia; other ambiguously sexed bodies (e. g.
bearded women, men with breasts, people without any external genitalia) were sometimes
associated with this category. Figuratively, other forms of ambiguity (including gender
ambiguity) could be referred to by the same vocabulary.

The figure of the hermaphrodite was known from a variety of learned traditions: mytho-
logy (Ovid), Roman law, canon law, medicine, theology, natural philosophy and alchemy.
Hermaphrodites were counted among the so-called monstrous races, but neither their
existence nor their human status was ever in doubt (7; 9; 11).

While these traditions remained important in Early Modern times, the figure of the her-
maphrodite was increasingly sexualized; additionally, after ca. 1600, scholars increasingly
doubted the existence of >truec hermaphrodites (5; 6).

HERMAPHRODITES IN THE LATER MIDDLE AGES

— THE »SEX WHICH PREVAILS«
Medieval laws generally assumed that hermaphrodites, even if constituting a separate sex,
in practice could be assigned either male or female gender according to the »sex which
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prevails«. The exact criteria varied, but in practice personal choice seems to have been
taken into account (see below). Narrative sources are scarce, but they too suggest that
hermaphrodites in everyday life were assigned either male or female gender. As far as we
know, family, friends and neighbours took into account bodily traits (genitalia, bodily
strength), gendered behaviour and individual choice, but it is difficult to establish a clear
hierarchy of these criteria — if indeed there ever was one.

— CHANGING SEX, CHANGING GENDER

Partly owing to Roman mythology, the notion of double-sexed humans was closely linked
to the idea of sex change. While a change of gender was highly problematic in most cases,
it was possible in the rare cases where a change of sex was believed to have taken place.
Even remarriage after a change of sex was possible. For example, a woman from a village
near Bern had her marriage annulled because of impotence, but after a sex change was
able to remarry as a man in her native village (9, 206-207; 10, 101). Both narrative and
literary sources report only changes from female to male sex, indicating that sex changes
were socially constricted.

— HERMAPHRODITES AND THE LAWS (12T TO 15™ C.)

In the learned laws (Roman law and canon law), hermaphrodites were relatively prominent
from the twelfth century onwards; time and again, laws and legal commentaries asserted
that all humans were »male, female or hermaphrodite« (9, 204—205). In modern terms, laws
assumed that there were three sexes but only two genders. Hence, hermaphrodites were
assigned either male or female legal gender, and accordingly could marry, inherit, act as
witness etc. The legal status of »predominantly malec hermaphrodites was clearly better than
that of women and with only few qualifications equalled that of men. Lawyers discussed
various criteria (genitalia, facial hair, sexual interest, behaviour) as indicating the prevailing:
sex; following Hostiensis, both laws finally adopted the solution that in doubtful cases, the
»hermaphrodite« should swear an oath which gender he belonged to (8, col. 612). At least
in theory, this allowed the individual some choice; in practice, much depended on the
social environment. In Early Modern times, breaking this oath was increasingly regarded
as a capital offence.

In medieval canon law, double genitalia were seen as an impediment to ordination, though
not to marriage, let alone to baptism. While for most sacraments sex (and hence her-
maphroditism) simply did not matter, holy orders were a special case, as the exclusion of
women from priesthood was based on their sex (not their gender) (11). Indeed, priests had
to meet high criteria of bodily perfection (— 6.2.); not only hermaphroditism, but also a
sixth finger, defective eyesight, a feeble voice etc. were impediments« to ordination. For all
practical purposes, the key difference was between those impediments that made ordination
impossible (and invalid, if it took place nonetheless), and those impediments that could
be dispensed from by the local bishop or the Roman penitentiary. (This is comparable
to impotence as an impediment to marriage; — 6.2.). In the case of unusual genitalia,
dispensation was necessary to ordain a predominantly male hermaphrodite; predominantly
female hermaphrodites and women, in contrast, could not be validly ordained. The ques-
tion repeatedly attracted scholarly attention in the Middle Ages, and might have been an
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academic topic more than a practical question, but several canon lawyers stress that they
personally knew such priests (8, col. 612). Others thought ordaining them to be unlawful
or recommended not to do so >to avoid scandal« (11, 155).

In Roman law, all standard works of reference dealt with the legal status of hermaphrodites,
but on the whole only quite briefly. The fundamental doctrine — that all humans were
ymale, female or hermaphrodite(, and that hermaphrodites should be conferred a legal
gender according to the »sex which prevailsc — was taken from ancient Roman law (the
Digest) and faithfully repeated well into modern times. Compared to canonists, Roman
lawyers were relatively silent on the question of how to determine the »prevailing sex¢, but
in practice seem to have adopted similar standards. While discussion on hermaphrodites as
such seems to have been rare in Roman law, a sufficient number of legal norms, scholarly
comments, court decisions and legal opinions show that concrete cases were dealt with in
a very matter-of-fact way (9, 203—206).

— MEDICINE AND SURGERY ON HERMAPHRODITES (12T™H TO 15TH C.)
Learned medicine in the later Middle Ages dealt with the topic of hermaphroditism mainly
in the context of sexual reproduction, discussing various models of how an embryo became
male, female or hermaphrodite (4). The issue of the »predominant« sex of adult hermaph-
rodites seems to have been discussed relatively rarely, and if it was, there was no clear
consensus on this question. University-trained surgeons, relying on Greco-Arabic author-
ities, at least sometimes perceived >hermaphroditism¢ as a medical condition that required
treatment. Manuals for surgery describe male genitalia>hiddenc in a female body as a form
of hermaphroditism that could be healed. It is very doubtful whether such surgery was
rcommonly« applied, as the textbooks claim (3, fol. 284ra; 2, fol. 81rb), but there is evidence
at least for single cases (10, 101). Albucasis even wrote that hermaphrodite bodies »ought: to
be surgically corrected (1, 454), but it is extremely unlikely that surgeons intervened unless
at the request of the person in question.

— HERMAPHRODITISM AS >DISABILITY«?

All this suggests that hermaphrodite« bodies were constructed as other, and varying degrees
of diminishing of rights and status went along with this. Evidently, the decision whether a
person was hermaphrodite, and if so, which sex prevaileds, was a social process, with often
many parties involved (family, neighbours, spouses, authorities) who in turn applied very
divergent criteria. In this sense, unusual genitalia were an >embodied differences but the
difference was mainly about the bodily sex. This kind of embodied difference did not lead
to »disability« in any modern sense of being associated with a special social status.

HERMAPHRODITES IN EARLY MODERN EUROPE

Comparing medieval and Early Modern sources, it is easy to overestimate the level of
continuity, as many authoritative texts, textbooks and standard works of reference continued
to be used well into the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. This is especially true for the
learned laws. However, new texts, new genres and new media emerged that depicted the
figure of the hermaphrodite in an increasingly sexualized fashion, and were sometimes
outright pornographic.
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Of course, the figure of the hermaphrodite was to varying degrees sexualized from ancient
times on; after all, Ovid’s story was one about desire and seduction. Sex change and
gender ambiguity were stock-in-trade topics in erotic narrative, and it is plausible that this
also shaped perceptions of hermaphrodites in premodern Europe (e. g. in the form of
voyeurism or the suspicion of sexual deviance). Yet such a sexualized view became mark-
edly stronger in Early Modern times (5, 121; 6). Most famously, Antonio Beccadelli chose
the title »Hermaphroditus« for his obscene epigrams in 1425. Even if hermaphrodites do
actually not figure in the epigrams themselves, this clearly associated them with excessive
and deviant sexuality.

Such perceptions may also have been strengthened by the revival of interest in other ancient
texts, namely in the context of Neoplatonism. In Plato’s »Symposione, Aristophanes is
credited with a story of the creation of men according to which the gods split androgynous
human beings as a form of punishment. This, according to Aristophanes, explained both
heterosexual and homosexual desire, as every >halfc was seeking its other >half.

In addition, from the sixteenth century on, graphic depictions of hermaphrodite bodies
(e.g. in medical books, in pornography and on broadsheets) were used in a sexually charged
context (5, 122), and sometimes were interpreted as >prodigies«. For example, the birth of
children with unusual genitalia was sometimes explained by the sexual sins of either the
parents or, more commonly, the local community.

Medical discourse further contributed to such sexualized perceptions. Hermaphrodites
were increasingly associated with women having an enlarged, penis-like clitoris. The idea
that such an enlarged clitoris was either cause or effect of female homosexuality figured
prominently both in medical writings and in erotic literature, often in the context of
shermaphroditism« (5, 126; 6, 202—205).

Well before doubts about the existence of (trueq) hermaphrodites became dominant, the
figure of the hermaphrodite was thus increasingly associated with deviant sexuality. Even
if legal doctrine largely remained unchanged, this may explain why people with unusual
genitalia were increasingly at the risk of being accused of (sexually) deviant behaviour.
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