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ABSTRACT 
 

In nineteenth-century medicine, it was generally agreed that “true hermaphroditism,” or 

the equal combination of male and female sexual characteristics in one body, was 

impossible in humans. Yet true hermaphroditism remained a significant presence in both 

fictional and non-fictional texts. Much of the scholarly literature is on the history of 

hermaphroditism as a history of intersexuality. Fantasizing Hermaphroditism: Two-Sexed 

Metaphors in Nineteenth-Century American Literature and Culture is a study of both 

hermaphroditism and the hermaphrodite as a fantasy.  My approach is a combination of 

historicization and close reading. The chapters are in chronological order, and each 

chapter is centered on a single text. Chapter 1 addresses Julia Ward Howe’s fictional 

manuscript, The Hermaphrodite; Chapter 2, S.H. Harris’ case narrative on “A Case of 

Doubtful Sex”; Chapter 3, James Kiernan’s theoretical treatise on “Responsibility in 

Sexual Perversion”; and Chapter 4, a memoir by an author who went by the names Ralph 

Werther and Earl Lind, titled Autobiography of an Androgyne. I begin with the broader 

cultural moment of the text’s writing, and then explore the text’s language and structure 

in greater depth. This range of texts demonstrates that the hermaphrodite was a fantasy 

for nineteenth century authors, described as an impossibility but inspiring very real fear 

and pleasure. The language that they—and we—use in fantasies about the unreal 

hermaphrodite can help us to unpack these anxieties and desires around marriage, the 

body, race, and the definition of the individual. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

It may be most useful to begin with a clear statement of what I will not do: I will 

not talk about people who have differences in sexual development. This is a work about 

hermaphrodites. The difference is crucial to understand. People with differences in sexual 

development have anatomical or chromosomal differences from the accepted binary.1 

The concept of differences in sexual development is thoroughly modern; the first use of 

the term “intersex” to mean disorders in sexual development was in 1917, in Richard 

Goldschmidt’s “Intersexuality and the Endocrine Aspect of Sex,” and “disorders of sex 

development” began to enter the lexicon in the early 21st century.2 Increasingly, people 

with differences in sexual development tell their own stories, reacting critically to the 

medical and social discourses that create these supposed “disorders.” There is ample 

work to be done on this literature—and important work has already been done—but I will 

not undertake it. I begin with this assertion because it is the foundation of my argument: 

this study deals not with the person at the heart of each text, but with the author’s fantasy 

of and about that person.  

                                                 
1 Karkazis (2008) briefly summarizes two common definitions of intersex/DSD and the debate between 
them. On the one hand, many authors on the subject adhere to the broader definition of intersex/DSD as 
any condition “that deviates from the Platonic ideal of physical dimorphism at the chromosomal, genital, 
gonadal, or hormonal levels” (qtd Karkazis 23). Others, such as Leonard Sax, argue for a clinical definition 
in which intersex/DSD is limited to “conditions in which the phenotype (outward, physical characteristics) 
is not classifiable as either male or female, or in which the chromosomal type (e.g., 46,xx) is inconsistent 
with phenotype” (Karkazis 23). 
 
2 Hughes (2008) offers a consensus statement about the importance of using “disorders of sexual 
development” over the more common term “intersex,” although the term is still used critically and within 
the community; for the latter, see Holmes, ed. (2009). 
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My approach to the task was to focus each chapter on a single text—Julia Ward 

Howe’s The Hermaphrodite, S.H. Harris’ “A Case of Doubtful Sex,” James George 

Kiernan’s “Responsibility in Sexual Perversion,” and Ralph Werther’s Autobiography of 

an Androgyne—but to place each of these texts into the context of their literary and 

cultural moment (specifically historical forces and other texts). The contextual placement 

allowed for a deeper understanding of the sociocultural anxieties the authors felt, while 

the focus on a single text allowed me to close read the language that the authors used in 

their fantasies. What I found was that these texts reflected not only the authors’ anxieties 

and hopes about sex and sexual differences, but their anxieties and hopes about things 

like love, the body, race, and selfhood. This methodology points to the primary 

contribution of this dissertation, the understanding that the hermaphrodite was a fantasy 

for nineteenth century authors, described as an impossibility but inspiring very real fear 

and pleasure; and that the language that we use in our fantasies about the unreal can 

unpack these anxieties and desires. 

The terms “hermaphrodite” and “hermaphroditism” are, of course, accurate to the 

language of the texts that I study here, all of which were written between the 1840s and 

the 1910s. However—and more importantly—the terms “hermaphrodite” and 

“hermaphroditism” signify a phantasmatic construct. In other words, I address fantasies 

of hermaphroditism. In each of the texts I cite here, nineteenth-and early-twentieth-

century American authors fantasize about the hermaphrodite as a person with an 

impossible body. They all agree that the “true hermaphrodite”—a nineteenth-century 

medical phrase indicating the combination of male and female gonadal tissue in one 
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body—does not exist, but the texts I study here repeatedly ask what if it could? True 

hermaphroditism is a fantastic question for them, a vehicle for speculation on the nature 

of sex.  

Understanding these texts, which include not only fiction but seemingly objective 

non-fictional accounts, as fantasy inspires the important questions that shape this study. 

First, how do these authors imagine the embodiment of true hermaphroditism, and how 

does this affect their definition of binary sex? What concerns, anxieties, and desires are 

they addressing in their fantasies about the two-sexed body? And, finally, what does the 

language they use in their narratives reveal about these anxieties? Through their writing 

of the hermaphrodite, these authors explore the concept of the divided self. They do not 

ultimately allow for the two-sexed body to exist as a livable reality—they repeatedly 

underscore the singular sex and singular self as the norm, the natural, the human—but 

they are drawn to fantasizing about hermaphroditism as a way of exploring anxieties 

about the division of a seemingly unified whole. Closely reading the imagery and 

language of these texts can make clear what these authors see as the “realities” of the 

body, the relationship they see between the body and the self, and the anxieties that the 

two-sexed body invokes. This is of particular importance for the study of nineteenth-

century American culture, where the relationship between body and self was undergoing 

a radical change in multiform ways. 

This is in keeping with the view of sex as a defining characteristic of personhood. 

“Sex” and “body” are conceived of as coextensive; they adhere to the same logic and are 

impossible to separate. Sex and body are both imagined to be stable and material. It 
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seems foolish to even separate the terms; it seems transparently obvious that an 

individual’s body is assumed to have a biological sex. This is because the body is ‘sexed’ 

as part of the constitution of the subject. Judith Butler establishes this, noting that there is 

an assumption of the materiality of the body, and that this materiality is the production of 

power that is inextricable from that materiality.3 The body is a concrete production of a 

regulatory norm, and comes before the subject (Bodies That Matter 2). Sex is part of this 

materialization, inextricable from the subjectival effect of embodiment. As Butler writes, 

“the subject, the speaking ‘I,’ is formed by virtue of having gone through such a process 

of assuming a sex” (Bodies That Matter 3). Sex is considered an essential fact of the body 

in part because it is part of the constitution of the subject, essential to humanity. Part of 

the materialization of the normatively sexed body is the establishment or recognition of 

some bodies as outside of the norm. These bodies are unrecognized, and therefore 

considered inhuman. Butler writes that these bodies “come to bound the human as its 

constitutive outside, and to haunt those boundaries as the persistent possibility of their 

disruption and rearticulation” (Bodies that Matter 8). The supposed hermaphrodite, for 

example, would be considered outside the boundaries of normative sex, and therefore 

would be beyond the boundary of the human, becoming monstrous in the process.  

The language that Butler uses to describe inhuman bodies mirrors the language 

that she uses in Undoing Gender, when she discusses the subject of fantasy in the context 

of gender and sex. She writes: 

Fantasy is not the opposite of reality; it is what reality forecloses, and, as a 
result, it defines the limits of reality, constituting its constitutive outside. 

                                                 
3 Butler’s observation that the body is associated with materiality (and through materiality, truth) does not 
originate with her, of course. As one example, see Brooks (1993). 
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The critical promise of fantasy, when and where it exists, is to challenge 
the contingent limits of what will and will not be called reality. Fantasy is 
what allows us to imagine ourselves and others otherwise; it establishes 
the possible in excess of the real; it points elsewhere, and when it is 
embodied, it brings the elsewhere home. (29) 

 
Butler doubles words in this passage—most notably constitutive/constituting 

and others/otherwise—and thereby gestures to the doubled function of fantasy 

that she describes. First, fantasy identifies what is real and what is false. To give 

a very straightforward example: first, by fantasizing about a land with red grass 

and a purple sky, we rely on the assumed fact that the grass should be green and 

the sky should be blue. Similarly, when we fantasize about the body, we 

“imagine ourselves and others otherwise,” relying on the normalcy of the sexual 

binary and thereby identifying the limits of what is human. The hermaphrodite 

reinscribes the sexual binary through its otherness. Yet fantasies of otherness 

also “challenge the contingent limits” of reality, creating the possibility of 

redefining what we assumed. By imagining that the grass is red, I might come to 

realize that grass could, in my day to day life, more reasonably be described as 

“brown.” By fantasizing about the hermaphroditic, I acknowledge that the 

sexual binary, and binaries in general, could potentially be unstable. 

Ellen Samuels describes an increase in “fantasies of identification” in nineteenth-

century America. Rapid population increase meant that urban Americans were unlikely to 

know even their nearest neighbors, and to encounter radically different cultures from 

their own. Sociopolitical furor made this anonymity and cultural integration seem 

dangerous. Americans worried that a person might not be identified correctly at first 
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glance, or even upon closer examination.4 This was frequently expressed in writing; 

narratives throughout the century express considerable anxiety about the identification of 

“the recognizable subject of democracy,” a subject who can be identified and understood 

(Samuels 1). Anxieties about sex were a significant presence, because so much rested on 

the division of white men from white women: men could vote, women could not; men 

could inherit, women could not; middle-class men entered the public sphere, middle-class 

women managed the home; man was a rational animal, woman his emotional counterpart. 

Yet in the nineteenth century, more significant, widespread disruptions—such as the 

intersection of cultures in rapidly-growing cities, abolition, and the increased presence of 

feminist activists—forced Americans to confront the possibility that these rules could be 

undermined. Samuels identifies fantasies of identification with a double movement, 

similar to Butler’s definition of fantasy more generally. Authors combined “a certain 

wistful desire to know and understand” a person’s identity with an effort to impose an 

identity onto that person (3). When fantasizing about the true hermaphrodite, the authors 

whose work I address here wished to know and understand the true hermaphrodite’s 

embodied identity, even as they defined the phenomenon of true hermaphroditism as 

impossible. 

The chapters that follow are in chronological order, beginning in the 1840s with 

Julia Ward Howe’s Laurence manuscript and continuing into the 1920s with Ralph 

Werther’s Autobiography of an Androgyne. This chronological order allows me to better 

frame my analysis and conclusions in their political and social context of the texts I 

discuss. Fantasies are subject to change with changes in larger historical trends, and can 
                                                 
4 Halttunen (1982) discusses this phenomenon in nineteenth-century American literature and culture. 
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be distinguished from one another by the change in the anxieties and desires that they 

express. As my phrasing suggests, this means that part of my method is indebted to New 

Historicism.5 However, in each chapter there is a single text that is my primary focus, and 

I explore this text through close reading. Close reading became less fashionable in the 

wake of New Criticism’s popularity; it has the potential to be ahistorical, as it might 

imply that language does not change over time, and concentrates too much on a single 

author and text. However, when deployed in conjunction with New Historicism, close 

reading has several strengths that make it well worth using.6 First, it acknowledges my 

role as a modern reader; the language that I read is not, nor can be, the language that the 

authors of these texts used. There is no perfect access to their time and perspective, and 

close reading acknowledges implicitly that I read from a particular vantage point. Second, 

close reading allows particular attention to the way that language shapes and serves as the 

medium for fantasy. What I can bring, as a literary scholar, is a sense of how the word 

and the sentence form the conditions for possibility of these fantasies. By locating the 

individual text in its time period, and by embedding them within a larger canon of similar 

texts, I am able to contextualize the close reading and combat its ahistorical tendencies.  

In chapter one, I read Julia Ward Howe’s Laurence manuscript, written in 1847 

and published in 2004 under the title The Hermaphrodite.7 The manuscript was left 

unfinished, and it does not seem that Howe shared it, which might allow for criticism that 
                                                 
5 I am working from a definition of the critical method of New Historicism formulated by H. Aram Veeser 
(1994). 
 
6 Jane Gallop (2007) discusses the history of close reading as an analytical method, and makes an argument 
for close reading that has influenced my approach. 
7 Gary Williams, Howe’s biographer and the editor of The Hermaphrodite, suggests the estimate of 1847 in 
his introduction to The Hermaphrodite and makes a persuasive argument based on letters Howe wrote in 
that year. 
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it is not a significant text. Aaron Shaheen also states that the manuscript should be 

considered outside of the American canon, since it is set in an unidentified European 

country. Karen Sanchez-Eppler argues, however, that the unfinished quality of the 

manuscript does not undermine its value as a literary and historical document. Likewise, 

Gary Williams observes that the vaguely European location can be considered indicative 

of the influence of French literary depictions of hermaphroditism on Howe’s thought. In 

keeping with Sanchez-Eppler’s argument, I take Howe’s manuscript as a private 

document that reveals unspoken counternarratives, specifically addressing the vision of 

the hermaphrodite as a model for the perfect marriage; the manuscript is, to address 

Shaheen, more of a transatlantic dialogue than a facsimile of European thought, engaging 

with and critiquing French modes from an American perspective. Laurence, the main 

character, combines male and female in his body, but his soul is neutrally androgynous. 

Rather than seeing Laurence’s union as a symbol of perfection, however, Howe imagines 

his existence as unsustainable to the extreme; he is always on the verge of death, and 

enters a “deathlike state” in two significant portions of the novel. I argue that this 

unsustainability is Howe’s critique of the depiction of the perfect marriage as 

hermaphroditic. This account of hermaphroditism predicts a crisis created by the union of 

male and female into one social “body,” and the “ideal” spirit that that marriage must 

produce. This chapter inspires the following chapters, where I understand non-fictional 

depictions of hermaphroditism as fantasy. 

In the second chapter, I turn to medical case narratives of hermaphroditism, texts 

that focus more strictly on the body to the exclusion of the soul or the mind. In the mid- 
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to late-nineteenth century, American physicians were attempting to professionalize, and 

made an effort to make the body their exclusive domain. Because of the importance of 

binary sex, both socially and institutionally, expertise in cases of indeterminate sex was 

essential. Sex was important for the physician’s importance, in other words. The 

relationship between physicians and hermaphroditic patients has been categorized an 

oppressive, and rightly so. In much of the literature, physicians aimed to diagnose the 

patient’s “true” sex, and intervened—surgically and/or diagnostically—to reestablish the 

patient’s position in the sexual binary. The violence done to the patient only increased as 

physicians turned more and more to surgical intervention. In this chapter, however, I 

explore texts that fantasize about the possibility of what physicians called “true 

hermaphroditism,” where the patient’s body would have both an ovary or ovaries and a 

testicle or testicles. In the texts I analyze, physicians rarely claim that their patient is a 

true hermaphrodite. By using convoluted, exploratory language, however, they imagine 

the possibility, leaving room for the fantasy to become reality. I take as my central text 

S.H. Harris’ 1847 “A Case of Doubtful Sex,” although my discussion ranges across 

medical case narratives through the 1870s. Harris’ exemplary narrative demonstrates 

physicians’ articulation of the hermaphroditic body as divided into sexed parts. He 

imagines the true hermaphrodite, “a new order of being,” as a potentially livable ideal 

that nevertheless does not exist, a phantasmatic presence that helps to define the 

boundaries of male and female.  

In the third chapter, I discuss James G. Kiernan’s 1892 “Responsibility in Sexual 

Perversion” as representative of nineteenth-century psychological treatment of same-sex 
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desire. In sexology, the concept of hermaphroditism was adopted to explain and 

comprehend sexual perversion, and more specifically same-sex desire. At the time, in 

their efforts to join the ranks of respectable practitioners, sexologists took a somatic view 

of what they defined as a mental illness. They conceptualized same-sex sexual desire as a 

sign of a physical phenomenon; using this logic, they could portray a man who desired 

other men has having a female brain. In order to explain this physical difference, 

American sexologists turned to evolutionary theory. The true psychical hermaphrodite, in 

their view, was an example of defective evolutionary development, a “recapitulation” of 

an earlier stage of development. Psychical hermaphrodites were therefore natural but still 

abnormal people, much as hermaphrodites had been before them. This imagination of 

sexual perverts as atavistic throwbacks or evolutionary mistakes located aberrant desires 

in both the individual and the social body; this, in turn, meant that they could fantasize 

about the causes of other contemporary social conflicts. I argue that the evolutionary 

narratives they depend upon racialize and attempt to eradicate the invert’s hermaphroditic 

desires and hermaphroditic body by linking him—through hermaphroditism—with the 

“vanishing” Native American.  

The final chapter focuses on a memoir titled Autobiography of an Androgyne. The 

author published his story under three pseudonyms: Ralph Werther, Earl Lind, and Jennie 

June. Werther’s Autobiography is the only text that I address where the author describes 

himself as a hermaphrodite; he writes from within the fantasy. Yet his work, like the 

work of the sexological authors of the previous chapter, is dependent on fantasies about 

hermaphroditism. Werther desires men, and he is identified as a man in society, but he 
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does not acknowledge his desire as same-sex desire. Instead, he identifies with the 

concept of hermaphroditic inversion, and adopts many related ideas from the work of 

nineteenth-century sexologists. He describes himself as hermaphroditic from his brain, to 

the contours of his body, and even to his cells. In Werther’s fantasy, as in the work of 

Kiernan and other psychologists, the hermaphrodite represents a mismatch between the 

sex of the mind and the sex of the body. In Werther’s autobiography, however, his sexual 

desires and his hermaphroditic body create a possibility for radical consumption, 

reimagining the hermaphroditic invert as a devouring force. 

The problem with fantasies is that they are difficult to read. They defy logic, they 

refuse coherence. As a result, these chapters are in some ways a collection; they do not 

follow a neat argument, although there is a strong inheritance to be seen from text to text. 

Each author fantasizes in their own way. The argument, in other words, may be that we 

should take the time to read fantasies, and to read them closely. What they show are the 

boundaries of real and ideal, or real and unreal. They suggest what their authors are 

terrified of and what impossibilities give them the most pleasure to imagine. These texts, 

with their limited audiences and their sometimes-bizarre twists and turns, are some of the 

best records we have of their moment. They reflect not only their authors’ views of sex, 

or sex in that historical period, but also what fantasies of the sexed bodies we have 

inherited, and what continues to terrify and delight us.  
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CHAPTER 2 

“NEVER THE HALF OF ANOTHER”: THE FAILURE OF THE IDEAL IN 

JULIA WARD HOWE’S THE HERMAPHRODITE 

 

 In 1885, Julia Ward Howe published a collection of essays entitled Is Polite 

Society Polite? In one of these essays, “The Halfness of Nature,” Howe argues that the 

human – both in his essential nature and in society – is defined by his “halfness.” That is, 

a human being is born a half, and as a result, he must seek wholeness through education 

and relationships with others. This is a lasting pursuit, as “the man remains incomplete 

his whole life long.” Despite the impossibility of achieving wholeness during a man’s 

lifetime, Howe writes, it nevertheless must be his goal. In order to keep up this pursuit, 

human beings must live in society, as “Most incomplete is he… in the isolations of 

selfishness and solitude” (63). No individual half can approach wholeness without 

interacting with other halves. This, according to Howe’s argument, is the reason for 

society’s continued existence; human beings come together in a communal effort to 

achieve wholeness. As Therese B. Dykeman writes, Howe’s premise implies that “human 

action extends itself toward others to gain other halves. So her definition of the individual 

in terms of ‘halfness’ also defines the individual as social, and human activity as social 

activity” (19). To be human is to be a half, and therefore to strive for wholeness and 

completion through relationships with others. One form of this social activity – indeed, 

its most perfect form – is the union of man and woman in marriage. Howe writes, “The 

ideal human being is man and woman united on the ideal plane” (173). Man is one half, 
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and woman another. Marriage unites these two complementary halves into a 

hermaphroditic whole, which then becomes an “ideal human being,” an androgynous 

subject unmarked by sex.8 They become a complete individual through this union. This 

wholeness is the perfect human spirit, the pinnacle of human achievement. 

Hermaphroditism, which represents the combination of categorical opposites, is therefore 

the embodiment of an ideal, androgynous marriage. However, Howe’s construction of the 

ideal marriage raises the possibility of the wholeness that she previously said was 

impossible; the question then becomes whether the hermaphroditic “ideal human being” 

can exist in the real world, or only on the “ideal plane.” 

 Howe’s use of the term “ideal” is opposed to the “real.”9 The real is physical and 

temporal; the ideal is mental, atemporal, and immaterial. Howe describes ideal society is 

incomplete, and writes that too much time spent in it can be deadly. She uses the example 

of the scholar to illustrate this point: 

Study is not necessarily solitude, but ideal society in the highest grade in 
which human beings can enjoy it. It is, nevertheless, dangerous to suffer 
the ideal to distance the real too largely. Desk-dreamers end by being 
mental cripples. Divorce of this sort is not wholesome, nor holy. Life is a 
perpetual marriage of real and ideal, of endeavor and result. The solitary 
departure of physical death is hateful, as putting asunder what God has 
joined together. (170) 

                                                 
8 Howe’s theory obviously borrows from the Platonic narrative; however, she briefly notes “the Platonic 
fancy” only to assert that “the two halves were never historically, although always ideally, one” (172). 
 
9 Howe’s division between ideal and real has a clear resemblance to Ralph Waldo Emerson’s Ideal, Real, 
and Actual. In his introductory remarks to an 1837 lecture series titled “Human Culture,” Emerson gives 
one of his clearer explanations of the ideal: “A human being always compares any action or object with 
somewhat he calls the Perfect: that is to say, not with any action or object now existing in nature, but with a 
certain Better existing in the mind. That Better we call the Ideal. Ideal is not opposed to Real, but to Actual. 
The Ideal is the Real. The Actual is but the apparent and the temporary” (217). Emerson’s Ideal is a 
construct of the individual mind, not a manifestation in the world. It is outside of time and space, an 
archetype that exists only in the imagination, but he emphasizes its reality. Howe’s ideal has similar 
qualities, but hers is more emphatically on a “plane,” located somewhere above/outside the real.  
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The intellectual who undertakes serious study engages in an ideal form of society, and 

therefore is in pursuit of wholeness. However, it is a society of the mind, without physical 

interaction, and must not be indulged at length. The individual must have real society as 

well. The real, in this formulation, is engaging on a physical level, with others who will 

act and react in time. Howe’s use of the phrase “marriage of real and ideal” in her 

description of life complicates her depiction of ideal marriage as “man and woman united 

on the ideal plane.” When I write that Howe represents Laurence and certain heterosexual 

couples as ideal, I am showing that she sees them as having a problem of livability at 

their core. They cannot remain ideal and also sustain a relationship with the real. This 

tears apart “what God has put together,” and produces physical death. The ideal 

hermaphroditic version of marriage is too whole, too complete, and therefore cannot exist 

in a society of halves. 

 Howe does not explicitly address this contradiction in “The Halfness of Nature.” 

In this chapter, I argue that Howe’s Laurence manuscript, later published under the title 

The Hermaphrodite, is where Howe grapples with the problem of hermaphroditic 

marriage at length. Howe’s manuscript, originally written in 1847, centers on Laurence, 

who resembles the statue of “the lovely hermaphrodite at the Villa Borghese” (16). The 

manuscript was a private work, which Howe never finished; because of its unfinished 

state and its sometimes-shocking content, we can assume that she never intended it to be 

published. For many years, this manuscript was stored in one of ten boxes of unsorted 

prose manuscripts and speeches, which had been donated to Harvard’s Houghton Library 
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by Howe’s family.10 While two of Howe’s biographers referenced it in their work, it was 

not generally available to the public. This changed in 2004, when an edited version was 

published under the title The Hermaphrodite. After its publication, scholarly research on 

the manuscript increased. Scholars were finally able to explore the manuscript’s unique 

treatment of gender, sex, and sexuality. It is a remarkable work in mid-nineteenth century 

American literature. In telling the story of Laurence’s life, Howe creates a space where 

she confronts and negotiates issues of sex, ideal love, and marriage.  

The earliest scholarly works on the manuscript are biographical, focusing on how 

the manuscript relates to the events of Howe’s life. In Private Woman, Public Person, 

Mary Grant writes that the scenes of seduction in the manuscript are indirectly related to 

Howe’s negative experiences with pregnancy. She also argues that Laurence’s encounters 

with death show Howe working through the recent deaths of her loved ones. Similarly, in 

Hungry Heart, Gary Williams links Laurence’s hermaphroditism to two aspects of 

Howe’s biography: her encounters with French literature, and her tumultuous relationship 

to her husband. With regard to the latter, Williams argues that Laurence’s 

hermaphroditism, and his unavailability to a woman who loves him, show Howe working 

through her husband’s bisexuality and their tumultuous marriage. Williams writes, “the 

central phenomenon of the manuscript, its ambiguously gendered protagonist, seems so 

patently an embodiment of the ‘beautiful monster’ Howe discovered she had married” 

(102). Valarie Ziegler writes in Diva Julia that Laurence’s hermaphroditism is tied to the 

                                                 
10 These unsorted fragments were found by Mary Heatherington Grant. Grant’s 1982 dissertation is the first 
reference to the manuscript in publication. Grant’s dissertation had limited circulation, even after its 
publication in Gerda Lerner’s series, Scholarship in Women’s History Rediscovered & New. In 1995, Gary 
Williams read Grant’s dissertation as part of his research for a biography of Howe. This led him to the 
manuscript itself. Williams was the scholar who finally published the manuscript in 2004. 
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conflicts between Howe’s public life as an author and her private life as a wife and 

mother. Ziegler argues that Laurence serves as a representation of Howe’s anxieties about 

her masculine role as an author. These three readings, however, in focusing on the 

biographical, tend to reduce the complexity of Howe’s manuscript into simplified 

explanations. They note the importance of Howe’s marriage to the construction of the 

text, for example, but do not then move to consider the broader ramifications of her 

construction of the ideal or of marriage as a concept. 

More recently, after the publication of the manuscript under the title The 

Hermaphrodite, authors have moved away from the biographical, instead considering the 

sociocultural and historical implications of the text. My work in this chapter overlaps 

with two of these authors, Suzanne Ashworth and Betsy Klimasmith. In “Spiritualized 

Bodies and Posthuman Possibilities: Technologies of Intimacy in The Hermaphrodite,” 

Ashworth focuses on the fatalism that characterizes Howe’s narrative, arguing that 

“Laurence lives the slippage between doubtful sex and doubtful personhood,” and that 

this places him “in an identity vacuum, outside the terms that make a social existence 

possible” (30-31). Ashworth asserts that Laurence cannot survive in the social world 

because of his difference. However, she does not address the relationship between 

Laurence’s “identity vacuum” and the theme of heterosexual marriage that is repeated 

throughout the text. In “‘Never the Half of Another’: Figuring and Foreclosing Marriage 

in The Hermaphrodite,” Betsy Klimasmith takes on this theme. She argues that Howe’s 

manuscript is her “protest against the nineteenth century solidification of an American 

conception of marriage far more restrictive than the ideas about marriage earlier 
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generations of Americans shared.” She addresses the cynicism in Howe’s narrative, 

writing that a relationship between two other characters “reveals both Howe’s powerful 

belief in imagining one’s way to happiness and the crushing disappointment that deluded 

belief brings” (95). However, her argument chiefly centers on the resemblance between 

Laurence’s hermaphroditism and the conventional definition of marriage in Aristotle’s 

Masterpiece. She does not address the ramifications of Laurence’s existence both as an 

embodiment of marriage and his existence as an ideal individual; her reading of the 

“crushing disappointment” in The Hermaphrodite likewise does not address the social 

exile or threat of death that characterizes Laurence’s life. 

I address the gap between Ashworth and Klimasmith’s arguments through a close 

reading of the Laurence manuscript that attends to the metaphorical place of 

hermaphroditism as marriage into a single body. Laurence is distinguished by his 

physical beauty, his intelligence, and his capacity for spiritual insight; his 

hermaphroditism elevates him above his peers.11 I argue that he represents the ideal. 

However, as “The Halfness of Nature” shows, the ideal is both desirable and potentially 

unlivable. Howe’s narrative of Laurence’s life shows not the pleasures of being a living 

ideal, but rather its perils. Laurence’s hermaphroditism and spiritual androgyny put him 

in constant conflict with society. Unable to foster a full, passionate connection with 

another person—not, at least, without provoking madness or death—Laurence is 

repeatedly excluded from the social world, and constantly hovers on the edge of death 

himself. I argue that the Laurence manuscript shows Howe using a fantasy of a two-sexed 

                                                 
11 Throughout this chapter, I refer to Laurence with masculine pronouns, in keeping with the original 
manuscript text. 
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body to grapple with the significant gap between the ideal and real, both in the individual 

and in marriage. Howe’s fantasy uses Laurence to attempt to work through the 

unlivability of the ideal of marriage; ultimately, her manuscript offers a powerful critique 

of mid-nineteenth century American views of heterosexual marriage. 

 

The Perfect Nineteenth-Century Hermaphrodite 

There are three sections in The Hermaphrodite, created by Gary Williams out of 

the original disorganized stack of pages. Williams chose to organize the manuscript into a 

chronological format. The first section is the lengthiest of the three. It begins with 

Laurence’s childhood and young adulthood, and details how he was raised as a man. At 

the end of his school years, Laurence meets a young widow named Emma von P., who 

falls in love with him. Laurence rejects her advances, and Emma, after realizing he is a 

hermaphrodite, falls into a fit and dies. In response to Emma’s death, Laurence enters a 

hermitage, where he takes up an unusually ascetic life. He pstarves himself to the point 

where he nearly dies, and briefly enters the heavenly realm. He is brought back by a 

young man named Ronald; Laurence subsequently becomes Ronald’s tutor, and lives 

with him happily for some time. Like Emma, however, Ronald comes to love Laurence 

romantically and sexually, and eventually attempts to force Laurence to “become” a 

woman. Laurence rejects him as he did Emma. At the end of the first section, Laurence 

has decided to avoid all human contact, as “the purest heart among them contains a 

criminal thought, a wish unblest” (89). Despite his vow, the second section opens with 

Laurence in the company of a man named Berto, with whom Laurence has a deep 
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intellectual connection. When they learn that Laurence’s father wishes to declare 

Laurence mad, Berto convinces Laurence to don women’s clothing and live with Berto’s 

sisters, Briseida, Gigia, and Nina. During this time, Laurence develops a spiritual 

connection with the ethereal Nina, and critiques the romantic relationships of Gigia and 

Briseida. The third and final section of The Hermaphrodite is predominantly taken up 

with a manuscript that the characters find in Berto’s library, which tells the story of two 

lovers named Eva and Rafael. There are several fragments that close out the various 

threads of Laurence’s story. Laurence is freed from the threat of his father, and sheds his 

woman’s disguise. Nina dies a romantic death, finally united with her lover in the 

afterlife. Finally, Ronald finds Laurence again; after they part ways, Laurence falls into 

an illness. The narrative of the manuscript ends in mid-sentence with Laurence in his 

coffin, aware but unable to move, as Ronald kneels by his side. It is an astonishing story, 

a mixture of romantic, gothic, and melodramatic genres, incredibly difficult to pin down.  

Although Gary Williams titled the published version The Hermaphrodite, and 

most scholars describe him as such, Laurence would more accurately be described as 

both androgynous and hermaphroditic. This combination is one of the fundamental 

tensions in his character, and is in fact what sets up the tension between the ideal and the 

real that runs throughout the narrative. A.J.L. Busst, in an influential text on the 

representation of androgyny and hermaphroditism in nineteenth-century French literature, 

argues that there is no difference between the two terms, and uses them interchangeably. 

However, as Ruth Gilbert argues in her discussion of early modern portrayals of 

hermaphroditism, both Busst and those authors who follow in his footsteps implicitly 
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acknowledge a fundamental divide between the terms. Androgyny is typically associated 

with the spirit (such as a Swedenborgian angel) and with gender; Gilbert describes these 

figures as having “a neutralizing combination of sexual or gender attributes.” In the 

Laurence manuscript, Laurence’s spirit is most often described in androgynous terms—

with Howe calling his spirit “it”—and in both dialogue and in his internal monologue he 

describes himself as having no sex. Hermaphroditism stands in contrast to androgyny by 

its focus on the body; hermaphrodites, Gilbert notes, are “physically and culturally 

ambiguous figures” (12). Laurence’s hermaphroditism is in constant conflict with his 

androgyny; to put it simply, his “both/and” body opposes and undermines his 

“neither/nor” spirit. He is, to put it more simply, a hermaphroditic androgyne. His body is 

a marriage of male and female, creating a single androgynous spirit; his spirit can achieve 

“the ideal plane,” but his hermaphroditic body tethers him to the earth. 

When Howe wrote the manuscript, there was already a strong tradition behind her 

portrayal of the androgyne, particularly in early nineteenth-century French Romantic 

literature.12 Howe’s manuscript has similar themes, particularly in her depiction of 

                                                 
12 I focus here on Balzac and Sand, but there are other authors who worked with the figure of the androgyne 
in similar ways. Andrews (2003) observes similar utopian themes in work published during the July 
Monarchy. She details a range of meanings in their use of the fantasy of androgyny, including “as a site 
where the social individual—one inclusive of both women and men—is being articulated… and as an 
imaginative meditation on the nature of the individual in the social world” (439-440). See also Urbinati 
(1991), who looks at the work of St. Simonians, and notes the influence they had on the philosophical work 
of John Stuart Mill. The influence of the image of the androgyne in French literature and culture can be 
seen in English Romantic poetry, as well. Cynthia Baer argues, for example, that Percy Bysshe Shelley’s 
Alastor, John Keats’ Endymion, and Lord George Gordon Byron’s Manfred are demonstrations of 
Romantic interest in the figure of the utopian androgynous individual. Baer writes that in each of these 
works, “the protagonist’s divided consciousness and the tension created in that division prompt a quest for 
wholeness, and in each the quest turns upon sexual counterparts and sexual union imaged and longed for as 
an ultimate oneness—in short, androgyny” (25). Similarly, Jeanie Watson writes that Sir Alfred 
Tennyson’s The Princess represents androgyny as an idealized oneness, specifically achieved through 
heterosexual love. Tennyson’s poem, as Watson observes, has a distinctly social element, similar to 
Howe’s. Watson writes that Tennyson depicts androgynous wholeness as “a difficult psychological and 
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Laurence in social contexts. Two French texts are very clearly reflected in The 

Hermaphrodite: Honoré de Balzac’s Séraphîta, and George Sand’s Gabriel. In Séraphîta, 

Balzac tells the story of a person alternately called Séraphîta and Séraphîtus.13 

Séraphîta/Séraphîtus is the object of both a man’s and a woman’s love, like Laurence. 

S/he, like Laurence, rejects their attempts at romance; at the end of the novel, 

Séraphîta/Séraphîtus ascends to heaven, and the two other characters experience a 

profound religious ecstasy at the sight. Balzac’s novel is frequently cited as an example 

of Romantic androgyny, where the androgynous angel represents the possibility of 

angelic perfection. George Sand’s play, Gabriel, depicts the androgynous ideal in similar 

ways to Balzac’s novel, but has much more in common with The Hermaphrodite.14 

Gabriel is considered a woman at birth, but is raised as a man, and identifies as 

androgynous. Gabriel is, much like Balzac’s protagonist, an example of the ideal, both in 

his/her androgynous beauty and in his/her identification with universal humanist 

principles like liberty and justice. However, as Pratima Prasad observes, “This very 

idealism also constitutes the tragedy of Gabriel’s existence, for s/he can only aspire for 

that which is beyond the grasp of the material world” (345). Gabriel comes into conflict 

with the material world through the strictures of society, primarily in the laws of 

inheritance. S/he imagines herself ascending to the heavens, but—like Laurence—is 

dragged back to earth. His/her return to earth is coupled with the realization that s/he is a 

                                                                                                                                                 
societal process,” since people outside of the androgynous couple are frequently fearful and derisive of 
their unity (75). 
13 Séraphîta/Séraphîtus shifts between names and pronouns over the course of the book; Gabriel is referred 
to with masculine pronouns and then takes on feminine ones. As a result, I use both feminine and 
masculine pronouns for the characters. 
 
14 For more on the comparison of The Hermaphrodite and Gabriel, see Williams (2012).  
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woman, not an angel. With this ending, Prasad argues, “Sand disengages her Romantic 

androgyne from ethereal and erotic realms and moves towards juridical, social and 

economic reality” (347). Sand, unlike Howe, resolves her protagonist’s sex into the 

binary. Howe writes Laurence as an androgynous ideal in the French Romantic tradition: 

he is an eerily beautiful androgyne, has a special connection with heaven, and embodies 

ideal humanistic and holy principles. Unlike Balzac’s Séraphîta/Séraphîtus, however, 

Laurence does not triumphantly enter heaven; like Gabriel, he is dragged back to the 

earth. Yet Laurence does not finally align himself with one or the other sex, in contrast to 

Gabriel’s choice. Howe refuses to resolve the contradiction raised by the androgynous 

ideal. Her conclusion, with Laurence narrating from his coffin, shows the enormity of the 

problem this causes. 

In early nineteenth century American literature, very few authors addressed 

androgyny; even fewer did so in prose. The only well-known prose text that touches on 

the topic is Margaret Fuller’s Woman in the Nineteenth Century. Fuller’s work 

emphasizes the necessity of existing in social relationships with others, similarly to 

Howe’s “The Halfness of Nature.” As Daniel Walker Howe writes, “Margaret Fuller 

sought to unify divided lives and overcome the mutual alienation of many polarities: art 

and life, idealism and realism, thought and action, passion and intellect, Greek and 

Roman, Reason and Understanding, female and male” (232). Her challenges to static 

binaries result in what C. Michael Hurst calls “a more dynamic and interpenetrating mode 

of interrelation” (2). Fuller’s view of binary opposites as interpenetrative resonates with 

Howe’s concept of “halfness” and the ideal whole. However, Howe’s treatment of sex, 
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both in “The Halfness of Nature” and in The Hermaphrodite, relies on a stable sexual 

binary far more than Fuller. Fuller describes men and women as non-binary, asserting 

that there is “no wholly masculine man, no purely feminine woman” (62). Women and 

men “are the two halves of one thought,” separate but without true division” (1). In 

Howe’s writing, the sexes are separated, with every individual having only one sex. For 

example, in The Hermaphrodite, Laurence says, “When I wished to trifle, I preferred 

[women], when I wished to reason gravely, I chose [men]” (5). Ultimately, it is only 

through the reinforcement of the sexual binary that Laurence can be differentiated from 

the other characters. His androgynous singularity as an “ideal human being” depends on 

the other characters remaining sexual “halves,” against whom he is contrasted as a 

hermaphrodite. 

 

The Idealized Hermaphrodite 

Howe’s inscription of a rigid sexual binary allows her to set Laurence firmly apart 

from his peers. Men and women are quite distinct in The Hermaphrodite; they must be, in 

order to be “halves” who pursue a sexual counterpart. For example, when Laurence 

describes women who take up male attire and pass as men, he says that women wish, “to 

throw off their chains with their petticoats, and to assume for a time the right to go where 

they please, and the power of doing as they please,” but that these women will not be able 

to continue this masculine performance forever: “However strong, or depraved, or 

metaphysical the emancipated woman may be, she will in the end feel the want of some 

one to bully and protect her, the necessity of being cherished and admired, or kicked and 
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cuffed.” A woman will, in the end, seek out “some kind brute to play the Beast to her 

Beauty, some one who though he may outrage her best feelings, laugh at her convictions, 

and offend her taste, will yet praise her eyebrows, and pay her bills” (131). Women are, 

in other words, destined to return to their circumscribed role. This is not entirely because 

the role entirely suits them – a woman does not necessarily want to have her convictions 

laughed at, for example – but because they must unite with their other half. The female 

role (bullied and protected) and the male role (bullying and protecting) as necessary to 

one another, again stressing that the two-sex system is organized around complementary 

opposites. 

Laurence’s hermaphroditic body represents the marriage of these complementary 

male and female characteristics into a single body. His physical form resembles the union 

of two halves, a combination of male and female. His body is the fulfillment of 

marriage’s promised “wholeness.” Howe depicts Laurence’s physical hermaphroditic 

body through the eyes of other characters. At the end of the third section of The 

Hermaphrodite, a doctor who has examined Laurence’s body says, “I cannot pronounce 

Laurent either man or woman… but I shall speak most justly if I say that he is rather both 

than neither” (195).15 In another passage, the young widow named Emma von P. looks at 

Laurence’s body. Laurence’s body is portrayed through Emma’s eyes:  

...uncovering my arm, [Emma] held it up to the light—it was round and 
smooth as her own. With the same deliberation, she surveyed me from 
head to foot, the disordered habiliments revealing to her every outline of 
the equivocal form before her. She saw the bearded lip and earnest brow, 
but she saw also the falling shoulders, slender neck, and rounded bosom. 
(19) 

                                                 
15 Toward the end of the manuscript, “Laurence” becomes “Laurent.” I have chosen to use the first name, 
as it is used throughout the majority of the narrative. 
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In this description, Laurence’s first-person narration falls away almost entirely. Laurence, 

the narrator, says that Emma “surveyed me,” but then speaks of himself as “the equivocal 

form before her,” and describes his features using an objectifying determiner – “the 

bearded lip” – rather than personal pronouns. This is Emma’s point of view, viewing 

Laurence’s body from an alienated perspective, communicating a clear disassociated 

portrait of the wedding of male and female in a single body. The “round and smooth” 

arm, “falling shoulders, slender neck, and rounded bosom” of a woman share a physical 

location with the “bearded lip and earnest brow.” When others look at Laurence’s body, 

they see male and female combined into one body, an embodiment of man and woman in 

a physical union. 

In spirit, Laurence is a neutralized, androgynous “ideal human being.” When 

Laurence is positively sexed – as when Emma views his nude body, or the doctor 

examines him on his deathbed – Laurence is in a passive position, described and 

identified from an outside perspective. When he is seen as a body, he is perceived as a 

hermaphrodite. By contrast, when Laurence speaks of himself, he uses terms that 

emphasize his pure, sexless spirit. This interplay between positive sexual identification 

(both male and female) and his refusal (neither male nor female) is illustrated in one of 

the earliest passages in the manuscript, where Laurence describes the way that he came to 

be identified as male. Because it would afford him greater opportunities in life, Laurence 

“was baptized… by a masculine name, destined to a masculine profession, and sent to a 

boarding school for boys” (3). While his baptism was intended to afford him greater 

opportunities, the decision about Laurence’s sex is imposed upon him; he is baptized, 
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destined, and sent. Laurence is the passive subject of his parents’ grammatical actions. 

Laurence resists this identification as both male and female, at least in terms of his 

identity. His body represents a physical marriage, but he describes his identity as neither 

male nor female. At the end of the paragraph where Laurence describes his parents’ 

choice to identify him as male, Laurence states that he was sent to a boarding school, so 

that he might “haply learn to seem that which I could never be” (3). These last words, “I 

could never be,” close the sentence with Laurence’s simple negation of positively sexed 

identity that his parents attempt to impose upon him.  

This is repeated throughout the manuscript. Laurence’s disavowal of sexed 

identity typically comes in the form of saying that he is not-woman or not-man. In one 

exemplary scene, Laurence and his companion Ronald are out walking in the forest. 

“Ronald, in a boyish fashion, seized a stone of some size, and hurled it at a rude target 

that stood near the house.” Laurence does not leave this unanswered: “I took up one of a 

double size, and hurled it to a double distance. ‘That’s no woman’s throw,’ I said, and 

Ronald could not contradict me” (61). Laurence’s statement that his throw is “no 

woman’s” relies on the idea that a throw could be womanly, but also defines Laurence as 

not-womanly. Crucially, Laurence does not assert that it is a man’s throw. Similarly, in a 

scene at a hermitage, Laurence tells Ronald that “I look like nothing human, but I swear 

to you I am no woman” (51). Laurence therefore denies the positive category of 

womanhood, but does not assert manhood, or even that he is both.  

Laurence’s body is a wedding of male and female, rather both than neither, but 

inwardly he identifies as rather neither than both. His distinction as a marriage of male 
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and female and an androgynous spirit means that he is the sole character to have access to 

the ideal plane. This is neatly illustrated by a scene from the first section of the 

manuscript. After Emma’s death, Laurence leaves society and retreats to a hermitage. 

There, he attempts to deny his body until it is subjugated to his soul, and reaches the 

spiritual plane as a result. The hermitage makes his reduction and negation of his 

hermaphroditic body possible, as visitors are required to abstain from practices associated 

with indulging and cultivating the body. Laurence is greeted at the entrance to the 

hermitage by a poem, which indicates the rules for those who would visit. These include: 

“He must eat no flesh, he must drink no wine./No goodly garment his state shall 

shew,/No steel his locks and beard shall know./No menial here his hest shall wait,/In his 

stall no steed, in his bed no mate” (46). These rules encourage the visitor to reduce his 

attention to the needs and demands of the body. Laurence sees these rules as a boon, and 

embraces them gladly. After he follows the instructions of the hermitage for some time, 

he finds that he is freed from his body’s encumbrance. “The curse of my existence, the 

cruel injustice of nature had for the time quite faded from my remembrance” (46). When 

he sees himself by chance in a mirror, he observes that he looks “diaphanous,” which 

reassures him that “the flesh had at last learned its place, and would keep it” (46). 

Laurence has subjugated his body, the revelation of which killed Emma. He has become a 

pure spirit, without the burdens of his sex, “the curse of [his] existence.” By making his 

dual-sexed body secondary to his androgynous soul, Howe depicts Laurence as having 

access to an ideal plane; at the close of his time at the hermitage, he rises to the heavenly 

world, and consorts with angels, after he falls insensate to the ground. 
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Howe shows that Laurence cannot exist in relation to others as an ideal human 

being, and therefore cannot survive in society. His retreat into the hermitage shows that 

he has special access to the spiritual world, but it comes at the expense of any human 

contact. His inability to maintain contact with others is a consistent theme in the 

manuscript; after he says that men “reason gravely” and women “trifle,” Laurence states 

that he belongs to neither group entirely. Instead, he is “a human soul, simply as such, 

and not invested with the capacity of either entire possession or entire surrender” (5). In 

this, Howe offers no middle ground between possession and surrender. If a person does 

not entirely possess or entirely surrender, they are located outside of the sexual system 

entirely. This resonates with language that Laurence uses later in the manuscript. In his 

recital of a poem during his school years, Laurence describes a protagonist who “could 

nothing make, nothing possess,” and thus “could establish no relationship.” Later, 

Laurence says that “For me there was no companion and no companionship” (163). 

Again, Laurence is a wedding of male and female, a hermaphroditic marriage that gives 

him the possibility of being an ideal, sexless spirit, especially when he can subjugate his 

hermaphroditic body to his androgynous, ideal soul. Howe positions him as only having 

this access to the ideal, however, when he is isolated from the living social world with all 

of its binary halves.  

Laurence’s rejection of sex, and the isolation that this rejection dooms him to, is 

most dramatically illustrated in a scene between Laurence and a schoolmate named 

Wilhelm. Wilhelm suggests that Laurence has dishonored Emma after Wilhem discovers 

that Laurence and Emma were alone in Laurence’s room. Laurence defends Emma’s 
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honor by revealing that he is not a man, as Wilhelm believes him to be. He begins this 

revelation by asking Wilhelm a series of questions about his performance of manly 

virtues. He asks Wilhelm if he has fought like a man, treated Wilhelm like a man would, 

and “maintained the integrity, the courage, the honour of a man.” Each time, Wilhelm 

says that Laurence has behaved as a man would. Laurence finally tells Wilhelm that, “in 

all save these, I am none.” Laurence defines manhood as a set of characteristics and 

behaviors, and associates himself with these traits, but he then refuses to positively 

identify as manly, only has having traits associated with manhood. Wilhelm then catches 

him by the arm and says, “You are no woman.” This goads Laurence into refusing sex 

entirely: he states, “I am no man, no woman, nothing” (22). Again, Howe might have 

depicted Laurence identifying as both male and female; instead he says that he is not-man 

and not-woman. In this statement, Laurence associates these two negative states—no man 

and no woman—with “nothing.” This establishes the stable categories of male and 

female as markers of human existence. A person is either male or female, one or the 

other. Since Laurence is spiritually neither, he is nothing. 

Laurence is therefore unable to connect with others. He has a neutral spirit, but 

this spirit essentially makes him “nothing,” and forestalls the possibility of connection—

particularly romantic connection—meaning that he has few ties to the social world, or 

even the human in general. This allows his spirit to achieve the ideal plane: the 

protagonist of Laurence’s poem is able to refuse “to bear the unworthy burthen of the 

flesh,” and it flies “back to the bosom of its God” (14). Emma associates Laurence with 

this spirit when she says to Laurence “your flight is lofty, and the heaven you dwell in is 
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beautiful, but why do you take no one with you?” (15). In both of these examples, the 

spirit leaves society and does not remain in company with others. This being is “invested 

with the semblance, but not the attributes of humanity,” much as Laurence can “seem” 

but “never be” (14). Like Laurence, then, the protagonist of his poem is left without the 

ability to relate to other human beings, since it lacks the essential attributes that constitute 

humanity. “A human soul, simply as such” is essentially exiled from humanity.  

Howe portrays Laurence’s physical body as a marriage of male and female, but 

these moments are always framed from someone else’s perspective. When Laurence 

describes himself, he uses language that negates sex. This negation points to Laurence’s 

access to the spiritual plane; he embodies the ideal marriage that Howe references in 

“The Halfness of Nature,” where an “ideal human being,” a single person created by the 

marriage of male and female, can ascend to the “ideal plane.” His access to the spiritual 

world, however, comes at a significant price. Both Laurence’s hermaphroditic wholeness 

and his androgynous soul place him outside of the sexual binary. Since binaristic sex is a 

norm of recognition—that is, since sex is part of the language that makes one 

recognizably human—Laurence is removed from the human.16 This is demonstrated 

twice over in the first section of the manuscript through Laurence’s relationships with 

both Emma von P. and Ronald. In the first of these relationships, Howe depicts Emma as 

Laurence’s foil. The failure of their relationship shows how the hermaphroditic whole has 

no hope of connection with a single-sexed half. While Laurence craves connection, he is 

                                                 
16 I am borrowing language from Judith Butler’s Undoing Gender here, where she names gender and sex as 
“norms of recognition.” This is dealt with more thoroughly in the introduction, as part of the reason why 
the hermaphrodite is an important metaphor. 
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unable to sustain it. Since he is an ideal, he can make no true connection to the mortal 

Emma, and he ultimately proves fatal to her. 

 

Emma von P. and Pulseless Marble 

 Laurence meets the young widow, Emma von P., during his school years. Emma 

is distinguished from the largely faceless group of Laurence’s associates by her sex, since 

women do not attend Laurence’s school. Her second distinction is her sexuality. Emma is 

a widow, implying sexual experience. Laurence says that she has “the ever varying 

powers and beauties of the all accomplished, fully developed woman” (6). In comparison 

with this sexual development, the other girls that Laurence and his schoolmates interact 

with seem “quite tame and crude” (7). Her identification with sexuality and with 

womanhood sets her up to be a foil for Laurence, who denies his sex, and who cannot 

“become the half of another” through a sexual or romantic relationship. The interactions 

between Emma and Laurence, and the contrast of Emma’s “fully developed womanhood” 

against Laurence’s absence of sex, serve to highlight Laurence’s exile from sex and 

social relationships. 

 Because of her womanliness, Emma is popular among Laurence’s schoolmates. 

Laurence alone is uninterested in her, which intrigues Emma. Laurence, flattered by her 

attention, begins to spend time with her, and they become close friends. Laurence regards 

her as an intellectual equal, and admires her immensely; he places “her image in the 

innermost shrine of my heart” (9). They have lengthy conversations about intellection 

and spiritual matters, including “sessions à quatre yeux,” or meetings of the eyes, that 
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speak to a special connection. In one of these conversations, Emma and Laurence address 

the issue of their opposing natures; this exchange serves to emphasize the differences 

between them, and allows Howe the opportunity to foreshadow the impact Laurence’s 

spirit will have on Emma when she attempts to forge a passionate connection with him. 

The conversation begins with Emma saying that “sadness and mirth are ever as near to 

each other as life and death… and there is always something of the one in the other.” 

While these two pairs are considered binary opposites, Emma describes them as 

paradoxically close; this establishes the play on polar opposites that characterizes the rest 

of their conversation. After a pause, Emma asks, “What am I like?” Laurence responds, 

“You are like a beautiful flower on an iron stem. The flower will fade, the iron will kill, 

so that you are mortal in yourself, and mortal to others” (12). Laurence emphasizes 

Emma’s mortality in this sentence, which – as life and death are “near to each other” – 

associates her as much with life as with death. While he refers to inanimate iron in his 

description, the overall image stresses the association of Emma’s womanhood with life 

and relationships with others. This mortality is linked to her relationship with “others.” 

Emma, unlike Laurence, has the potential to become the half of another, and therefore 

has a place in society, no matter how dangerous that place might prove. Howe describes 

her as far from ideal, but also as able to exist in relation with others. 

Emma acknowledges that Laurence’s description of her is “a very bad 

compliment,” and immediately returns the favor in kind. She says, “You are like this 

marble against which I lean my head, whose pulses throb so that there seems to be a pulse 

in the cold stone itself—thus, a heart that is near you may think to feel the presence of 
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one in you, but it is all marble, only marble” (12). This associates Laurence not with 

mortality, but with lifelessness. While he can at least temporarily seem human, in the end 

he lacks any inherent animation. This exchange stresses the contrasts between Laurence’s 

hermaphroditic androgyny and Emma’s “fully developed” womanhood. Emma is living, 

like a beautiful flower, but she will decay and die, and others around her will die as well. 

Laurence, by contrast, is not living at all. In Emma’s metaphor, Laurence is not 

associated with death, but with un-life. Unlike Laurence, Emma fits into the standard 

sexual binary. Without this kind of coherence, Laurence cannot foster significant 

relationships with others; he is ultimately cold and lifeless. Although he is portrayed as 

having special access to the heavenly sphere, and although Emma associates him with the 

ideal beauty of statuary, Laurence lacks life and humanity. He is “pulseless,” and 

incapable of any real human connection. Howe shows that Emma, to some degree, 

recognizes that Laurence has inhuman qualities.  

 According to Howe’s concept of halfness, Emma’s womanhood means that she 

must desire her other half, someone to “kick and cuff” her. She mistakenly believes 

Laurence to be her other half; she first pursues him romantically, and then – when he 

ignores her efforts – offers herself to him sexually. Their final scene together comes after 

Laurence receives a prize at a poetry competition held at his school. Laurence overhears 

two audience members comparing him to the hermaphrodite statue at the Villa Borghese 

(16). Distraught, Laurence flees to his room, where he tears at his clothes and throws 

himself on his bed. Emma follows him there, and offers herself to him as a lover. 

Laurence refuses her, saying, “As you value your soul’s peace, fly—fly from me, and 
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think of me only as you would think of the dead.” She does not obey, and tells him he 

will have her “last look.” Laurence rejects her again, and emphatically states that their 

relations must be “independent of sex, relations of pure spirit, of heavenly sympathy, of 

immaterial and undying affinities” (18). Laurence has critically misunderstood their 

relationship’s character, believing it to be solely intellectual and spiritual; he believes her 

to have joined him on the “ideal plane.” Emma is defined by mortality and womanhood, 

however, and therefore sees and pursues Laurence as a man. Laurence refusals reiterate 

his unwillingness and inability to be male to her female, and stress that any relationship 

he can have must be “independent of sex” and “immaterial,” without connection to the 

body. This immateriality, and his directive for Emma to think of him as dead, 

underscores Howe’s emphasis on Laurence’s lack of humanity, and his access to a kind 

of nullified pure spirit. 

 Laurence’s spiritual sexlessness – his embodiment of the ideal – severs their 

connection, and leads to Emma’s death. In the last scene of their relationship, Emma 

finally recognizes that Laurence’s unwillingness to establish a sexual connection must be 

related to his body. She looks at his limbs and torso, and finally realizes that he is a 

hermaphrodite, with “bearded lip” and “rounded bosom.” Her response to this revelation 

is immediate and violent: “with a look like that of the Medusa, and a hoarse utterance, 

she murmured ‘monster!’” Although she does not strike out physically, her look is a 

violent one, meant to transform Laurence – as Medusa does – into stone. She names 

Laurence as a monster, which dismisses him as unnatural. Laurence, however, is able to 

resist this naming. Instead of accepting her accusation, he says, “I am as God made me.” 
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This seems to reflect Emma’s look, and she is transformed by a sudden fit: “A shriek, 

fearful to hear, and thrice fearful to give, followed by another, and another, and a maniac 

lay foaming and writhing at my feet” (19). In this scene, Laurence offers Emma a 

spiritual connection that will transcend sex, since he is unable to take part in a physical, 

human connection. Emma names this excess – Laurence’s wholeness – as monstrous, but 

Laurence repudiates this. Their idealized relationship, where they had “sessions à quatre 

yeux,” is destroyed, transformed instead into Emma’s “look of the Medusa.” Emma’s 

identity is destroyed, and she becomes “a maniac.” The revelation of Laurence’s 

wholeness, and his inability to “become the half of another,” undoes Emma’s 

subjectivity. His marriage of two sexes, and the spiritual androgyny it creates, is 

ultimately deadly to Emma. In Howe’s narrative, then, the ideal human being cannot live 

in the social world, and even can prove fatal when he tries.  

 After Emma’s death, Laurence spends a night in vigil by her body. Laurence is 

finally able to connect with her after her death; he attributes this connection to his special 

ability to commune with the dead. He says, “No lover in the arms of his mistress ever 

received such consolation so divine as that which came to me from that silent one, that 

night” (33). The comparison Laurence makes here associates their relationship with the 

sexual, that of a lover to his mistress; however, this relationship is only possible when 

Emma is dead, and therefore only exists on the spiritual plane. At the end of his vigil, 

Laurence says that he “laid down the burthen of [his] humanity,” and took up “the 

heavier but more precious one of immortality” (34). Laurence sets the stage for the 

complete rejection of the physical and the social, in favor of the purely spiritual. 
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Crucially, however, Laurence’s connection to the spiritual world at the hermitage, 

described above, is thwarted. Although he reaches the spiritual realm, Laurence is denied 

entrance into heaven. A frowning angel stops him, smiting him with a sword labeled 

“madness” (48). Laurence is left suspended between the heavens and a beautiful body of 

water; he is given a book with “words of truth” and “visions of faith” in it, but then the 

book is closed to him, and he is returned to his physical body. Laurence is therefore 

unable to sustain a purely spiritual existence, in large part because he still has a physical 

body. In this moment, we as readers understand that Laurence’s marriage of male and 

female sexes distinguishes him enough to allow him to reach the spiritual world, but also 

that this transcendence is only achievable through the complete subjugation of his 

physical body, the accomplishment of an essentially inhuman state. 

 In her description of Laurence’s relationship with Emma, Howe critiques the 

livability of the ideal marriage of male and female and, by extension, the ideal spirit. 

Laurence’s hermaphroditic wholeness gives him a certain kind of privilege in his access 

to the spiritual, but this privileged position is also an inhuman one. Emma’s description 

of Laurence as “all marble, only marble” shows that he is ultimately inanimate, and 

incapable of forming a connection with others. This incapability ultimately proves fatal to 

Emma, and drives Laurence out of society. Connection between a whole and a half, in 

other words, proves fatal to both. This pattern is repeated in Laurence’s next relationship, 

with a young boy named Ronald. Ronald is Laurence’s mirror, but their relationship 

follows a startlingly similar arc to the foil relationship between Emma and Laurence. This 

repetition shows Howe’s skepticism about the sustainability of the pure spirit from 
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another angle. Even when Laurence seems to have found his spiritual counterpart, the 

relationship still ends in madness and social isolation, showing that the ideal human being 

is unsustainable in the physical, social world.  

 

Ronald and Stranger Eyes 

 Howe uses the character of Emma to demonstrate that Laurence, as an ideal 

hermaphroditic human being, cannot exist in a happy relationship with a “half.” It implies 

that the perfect union of male and female into a whole cannot engage in intimate 

discourse with other halves without the threat of death; as we have seen, however, the 

attempt of the hermaphroditic whole to subjugate the body and allow the androgynous 

spirit primacy leads to physical destruction. This leaves open the possibility of a spiritual 

and social connection with another ideal spirit. Howe introduces a character who appears 

to be one such spirit in the character of Ronald, a young boy who is described in neutral 

terms, and therefore seems to be capable of a pure intimate connection with Laurence. 

Ronald and Laurence initially seem to be able to have a safe connection, since Ronald is 

Laurence’s mirror image, innocently masculine but androgynous and asexual in his 

relation to Laurence. When Ronald revives Laurence at the hermitage, their eyes meet in 

a prolonged stare of mutual recognition. Ronald is introduced as a pair of “stranger eyes.” 

These eyes gaze into Laurence’s, and produce an irreversible connection between the 

two: “Incapable of speech or motion, I silently returned their gaze until their gentleness 

had subdued my fear, and their beauty had sunk into my soul” (49). Laurence responds 

passively to the look, allowing himself to be subdued. Unlike Emma’s “look of the 
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Medusa” and more like Laurence and Emma’s “sessions à quatre yeux,” this mutual look 

fosters a lengthy relationship between the two. Howe initially writes their relationship as 

being one “independent of sex,” as Laurence dreamed of with Emma. However, after 

Ronald passes the age of puberty, he reaches a state of more halfness, and his demands 

for sexual connection produce a similar end to Laurence’s relationship with Emma. 

Unlike Emma, who served as a foil to Laurence – representing death and sexuality 

in contrast to Laurence’s “unsexed soul” – Ronald is portrayed as a sexually neutral 

child, whose body is rendered in objectifying terms that emphasize the absence of 

definitive sex. Laurence says that Ronald’s “sex disclosed itself” at the beginning of his 

description, but this sex is not initially framed in terms of his sexuality. Instead, Laurence 

refers to Ronald’s “form of perfect beauty,” and makes glancing references to the sexed 

qualities of Ronald’s body and facial features, which are framed as nascent and innocent: 

It was of youthful proportions, but its lightness and grace gave the promise 
of manly strength, even as the ingenuous features gave their earnest of 
steadfastness and truth of soul. The white forehead so serene and 
unmarked seemed to defy life to put any save her noblest stamp upon it. 
The hair was of dark hue and strong growth, and the mouth, crowned with 
its nascent line of black, seemed as yet to have drunk only at the cup of 
innocent enjoyment—but the eyes of deepest, mournfullest blue were the 
glory of the face. (50) 
 

Ronald’s form is referred to by the third person neutral pronoun “it.” His form will 

eventually have “manly strength,” but this promise is as yet unfulfilled, and this promise 

exists “even as,” or in contrast with, “the ingenuous features.” Laurence primarily 

describes Ronald’s facial features, which he describes as a series of objects: “the 

ingenuous features,” “the white forehead,” “the hair,” “the mouth,” and “the eyes.” This 

description mimics the description of Laurence’s body that is written through Emma’s 
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perspective, “the bearded lip and earnest brow... the falling shoulders, slender neck, and 

rounded bosom” (19). Ronald’s body is primarily masculine, but he does not yet have the 

qualities of manliness; instead, he partakes of “innocent enjoyment.” After this 

description, Laurence says that “In Ronald’s heart still slept the innocent sleep of 

childhood.” Since, as Laurence states earlier in the manuscript, “a child, properly 

speaking, has no sex,” this emphasizes Ronald’s comparative sexlessness. Laurence and 

Ronald are therefore able to form a spiritual, rather than physical relationship.  

 Laurence’s time in the hermitage convinces him that pursuing the complete 

destruction of the body in favor of the spirit is unwise. He sees himself as returning to the 

earth, and credits Ronald with his ability to do so; Ronald forms “a kind of rainbow 

bridge between [Laurence’s] terrible ghostland and the fair earth” (65). Laurence seems 

to have found a way for his hermaphroditic body and unsexed soul to coexist, living in 

the world while still insisting that he is “no woman.” However, Howe shows us that this 

depends entirely on the lack of sexual desire and physical connection in their relationship, 

and their isolation from the social world. Ronald explicitly rejects the company of his 

classmates, and refuses to expand his social circle, which means that their relationship 

remains untainted by the demands and beliefs of other people. While Laurence sees the 

importance of socialization for Ronald’s development, he nevertheless takes joy in 

Ronald’s self-imposed isolation: “I rejoiced in the persuasion that the destiny of this 

beautiful being would be all purity and love, all marked by high impulse, and earnest 

thought” (73). Howe creates a character who can sustain a relationship with Laurence. 
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However, it is only sustainable so long as Ronald remains cloistered with Laurence, away 

from the influence of the outside world.  

 The relationship between Ronald and Laurence is doomed by the inevitability of 

age. This is foreshadowed even from their first encounter. When Ronald first revives 

Laurence, he addresses Laurence as a woman, saying, “come with me, Madam.” 

Laurence reacts with shock, exclaiming, “Do you take me for a woman?”, then 

emphatically denies this accusation of womanhood (51). Laurence asks for Ronald’s help 

to cut off his hair, but Ronald refuses to help him, and begs him to reconsider. While they 

shared a moment of spiritual connection, Ronald addresses Laurence in sexed terms, and 

asks Laurence to retain a sexed characteristic. Over the course of their relationship, 

Ronald’s perception of Laurence as female is underscored through Laurence’s 

descriptions of their bond. Laurence describes Ronald clinging to him “like a child to its 

mother,” which casts Laurence in the maternal role (72). In another maternal comparison, 

Laurence says that Ronald’s presence “chased the phantoms from my brain, even as a 

nursling will often draw away the poison from the sick heart of its mother” (66). While 

this is superficially a positive aspect of their relationship – Ronald saves Laurence from 

the poison in his sick heart – it depicts Ronald as taking the poison into himself, and 

depicts their connection as a threat to Ronald’s life. Ronald’s perception of Laurence as 

female will prove poisonous to their bond. 

 The end of their relationship comes in university, when Ronald begins to 

associate with his peers. Laurence says that he fears “to identify, in any sense, [Ronald’s] 

destiny with mine” – showing that he is somewhat aware of the unsustainability of their 
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social isolation – and decides to briefly leave the school in order to induce Ronald to 

foster relationships with other students (73). On the eve of his departure, Ronald dreams 

that Laurence is a woman, and insists to Laurence that “it was a glorious dream” (74). In 

this state, Laurence leaves Ronald to the society of his fellows, and this triggers a change 

in Ronald’s behavior. Laurence eventually returns to the school and finds Ronald 

significantly altered, “variable in his moods” (78). Ronald has been influenced by society 

and puberty, which has transformed him into a sexual being, a physical “half” who seeks 

his counterpart.  

Their relationship is finally broken in a dramatic scene where Ronald reveals his 

sexual desire for Laurence. It comes when Ronald and his friends decide to do a scene 

from Romeo and Juliet. The actor meant for the part of Juliet drinks himself insensate. 

Laurence, who knows the part of Juliet by heart, is tapped to take on the role instead. 

After Laurence performs, clad in a white dress, Ronald undergoes a horrific 

transformation. His face goes “entirely white and bloodless, and all the vitality that 

usually animated it seemed concentrated in the eyes, which were intensely dilated and 

fixed upon me. Another moment, and the colourless countenance became suffused with 

angry red—the glittering eye flashed forth its imprisoned lightnings” (81). When he sees 

Laurence disguised as a woman, Ronald is – like Emma – transformed into a pair of 

“intensely dilated and fixed” eyes, staring at Laurence with a look much like Emma’s 

“look of the Medusa.” It is no longer a soft mutual look, but a violent one, which destroys 

their connection. Initially, Laurence is able to quell Ronald’s madness with a look of his 

own, but this domination does not hold. The next day, Laurence finds that Ronald dashed 
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his wine glass to the floor and ground it under his heel; Laurence remarks on the 

similarity to Jewish marriage customs, and expresses his perplexity: “But Ronald’s lady 

love? I had never seen him so much as look upon a woman” (85). Ronald’s look – which 

now bears such similarity to Emma’s final look – and Laurence’s brief reference to “the 

bride and her husband,” sets the stage for the confrontation between Ronald and 

Laurence. In this confrontation, Ronald attempts to fix Laurence’s sex as female. This 

effort, Howe shows, is what destroys their perfect connection, once again through the 

threat of physical destruction and death.  

 The night after Laurence’s performance, Ronald comes to Laurence’s rooms and 

attempts to force him into a relationship against his will. He tells Laurence that he has 

fought a fellow student, and says that it was for “a damned lie... that lie, would you ask 

what it is?—your manhood.” Despite Laurence’s “cold and deathlike” silence, Ronald 

continues to insist that Laurence is female, and associates Laurence’s womanhood with 

Laurence’s body. Ronald tells Laurence that he must be “a woman, a sweet, warm, living 

woman to me,” and that Laurence must cast off his masculine clothes and “let your heart 

beat freely, let your bosom heave high, heave wildly” (86). Ronald’s description of 

Laurence as “warm” and “living,” and his description of Laurence’s breath and pulse, 

emphasize Laurence’s embodiment, and underscore his humanity. Laurence continues to 

be silent, a silence “as of death” (86). This entire interaction, which takes place over the 

space of a single page, shows the association of the sexual binary – or “halfness” – with 

humanity. As a woman, Laurence will be warm and living, and will breathe wildly. 

Laurence resists this imposition by associating himself with death, rather than life. 
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Laurence acts out this resistance in the next moment, when he takes up his pistols and 

turns them on himself. He discharges them, but they do not fire, as Ronald “had the 

prudence to unload them” (87). This act of violence is Laurence’s final attempt to avoid 

Ronald’s imposition of female identity, and demonstrates that this avoidance takes the 

form of complete physical destruction. 

 The relationship between Ronald and Laurence is finally and completely 

destroyed afterward, when Ronald rapes Laurence.17 While this could be interpreted as a 

kind of physical connection, it is clearly defined as one-sided. Ronald shivers and 

trembles, and the “burning flush” fades from his cheeks, but Laurence observes this 

dispassionately, and seizes it as an opportunity to escape Ronald’s clutches. He convinces 

Ronald to drink some wine, which he drugs. Ronald raises his arm to strike Laurence, but 

he succumbs to the drugs before the blow can fall. He sinks to the ground “heavy and 

senseless as a corpse.” Laurence observes that “no marble could have been more 

unconscious than Ronald” (88). Ronald’s similarity to Laurence is restored by the 

drugged wine—he is, like Laurence, associated with death and with marble—but it is a 

temporary state, and Howe positions it as an unlivable, unsustainable one. It severs their 

connection, as well. Laurence must flee before Ronald awakes. He describes this as a 

social exile: “But here come human forms from out their dwellings—men? let us shun 

them even as women. They too are full of evil and danger—the purest heart among them 

                                                 
17 In “The Consummate Hermaphrodite,” Bethany Schneider has argued that although this scene reads as a 
“failed rape,” it should also be read as “a representation of consensual and mutually enjoyable sexual 
exchange” (138, 139). Schneider takes the latter approach in the interest of addressing Howe’s concept of 
genre; however, her argument in favor of the consensual nature of the sexual scene is unconvincing when 
taken beyond the boundaries of this framework, and I have taken the combination of Ronald’s rage, 
Laurence’s refusal to be considered a woman, the lack of explicit consent, and Laurence’s subsequent 
attempted suicide as evidence that the sexual encounter was not consensual. 
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contains a criminal thought, a wish unblest!” (89). Instead of avoiding women, and 

remaining in an isolated social situation with his mirror, Laurence now swears to avoid 

all human society. Again, while Laurence represents a certain spiritual ideal, he cannot 

form a connection with another human being without that connection being perverted by 

sexual desire, or the desire of one half for another.  

Howe demonstrates that Laurence cannot establish relationships; without the 

ability to form relationships, Laurence is ultimately excluded from society and even 

humanity. Laurence is a physical union of male and female, a marriage that means that he 

is a whole, compared to other halves. This means that he has a neutralized, androgynous 

spirit. In keeping with Howe’s “The Halfness of Nature,” he is “the ideal human being” 

accomplished through the union of marriage. However, this means that he can only exist 

on “the ideal plane,” and Howe’s narrative of his relationships with Emma and Ronald 

demonstrate that he cannot form intense close relationships in the social world, as it 

means that they will attempt to form a physical connection that he must reject. There is 

no happy ascent to the spiritual realm, as in Balzac’s Séraphîta, nor a resolution into the 

binary, as in Sand’s Gabriel. Howe leaves the problem of ideal marriage open, 

unresolved, struggling with the impossibility of a true romantic connection on earth or in 

society. 

 

Impossible Heterosexuality 

Laurence’s embodiment of the hermaphroditic ideal is, of course, inaccessible to 

the average person. The only way for the single-sexed character to achieve Laurence’s 
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spiritual androgyny is through the union of marriage. However, Howe demonstrates that 

this, too, is an unlivable ideal. Romantic union is difficult to achieve in The 

Hermaphrodite, but it is accomplished by two couples in the manuscript; their unions, 

however, lead directly to physical death. The first of these couples is between Berto’s 

sister, Nina, and her fiancé, Gaetano di M______. Due to political conflict, Gaetano must 

flee Rome before he and Nina can be married. He travels to America, and Berto will not 

allow Nina to follow. At first, Nina follows Gaetano’s journey by way of maps and 

charts, using his correspondence to keep track of where he is in the world. Eventually, 

however, Gaetano’s letters stop. Nina falls into a fever, and seems to have lost her reason, 

but eventually she reveals that she has been traveling with Gaetano, through a mesmeric 

connection. She has united with Gaetano on a higher plane, and so they are able to 

coexist. Nina tells Berto, “I have made the whole journey with him... do you not see our 

bark canoe, and the Canadian guides?” (139). Although Nina is still in Rome, she is able 

to transcend her physical location and be with Gaetano in spirit. They therefore have a 

kind of perfect romantic union. 

Yet Nina and Gaetano are still unable to achieve true union, since they are 

separated by a great distance and cannot consummate their bond. Nina must remain in her 

trance in order to maintain her connection with her beloved. She barely interacts with any 

of the characters—seeming only to be able to communicate with Laurence—and is barely 

a social presence. Her spiritual union with her lover makes her appear deathlike: “She 

was not only motionless, but to all appearance, bloodless. To look at her, one would have 

supposed the fluid in her veins to have been white, and not crimson... her eyes were so 
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nearly closed that the dark lashes alone seemed to divide the marble cheek, from the 

marble lid” (140-141). Nina is a double of Laurence, much as Ronald was, but she is kept 

innocuous because she is part of a “whole.” She is, like Laurence, so spiritually 

connected that her body seems to be bloodless and without substance. She has lifeless 

features which are compared to marble. She is only animated when she is talking about 

Gaetano: “Nina’s smile was more like an electric gleam of delight which the same soul, 

enfranchised and soaring free, might in passing cast upon its human prison” (141). Nina 

is remarkably happy, but it is only upon her escape from her “human prison,” the mortal 

body. This is similar to the protagonist of Laurence’s poem, who refuses its body and 

flies “back to the bosom of its God” (14). In both cases, attainment of the ideal union 

requires the exile of the unified spirit from humanity. Nina is bloodless and lifeless, 

remaining in a trance and refusing to communicate. Even if Nina were to be united with 

her husband in America, she would have to exile herself from her society and her family 

to a place Howe describes as wild and uninhabited. We can see in Nina’s story, then, a 

repetition of Laurence’s experiences, wherein perfect sexual union leads to a spiritual 

connection, but one that proves to be essentially unlivable. 

Nina’s doubling of Laurence’s connection to the spirit world allows Laurence to 

create a special relationship with her, when she is inaccessible to others: “At Berto’s 

request, I had endeavored to acquire the magnetic command over her. Others had failed 

to do so, to me it was given to succeed” (159). Whereas others cannot reach Nina, since 

she is “dream-rapt, isolated from the actual world, half corpse, half angel,” Laurence can 

sympathize with her clairvoyant state and connect with her on a higher plane. He finds, 
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however, that the incompleteness of her union means that her spiritual transcendence is 

likewise unfinished. When he tries to use his magnetic command to bring Nina’s 

attention to the subject of heaven, she resists him, saying, “I have not been called there… 

I have been called to follow Gaetano.” When Laurence asks if she would not happily go 

to heaven instead, Nina replies, “[Gaetano] is not there” (159). While heaven is perhaps 

more desirable, Nina’s devotion to Gaetano means that she cannot use her clairvoyance to 

go to the heavenly plane. Instead she must follow Gaetano during his trek across 

America. It is implied, however, that once Gaetano ascends to heaven, she will be able to 

meet him there. If they meet in the spiritual world, then, their exile from the social world 

will be even more complete, involving the destruction of the physical body in death. The 

principle of transcendence shown by Laurence’s time in the hermitage is repeated here. 

Howe shows that access to heaven, achieved only by those who have the perfect 

hermaphroditic union of male and female, must ultimately destroy the association of the 

pair with the social and physical world.  

This is even more compellingly demonstrated by the relationship between the 

second idealized couple in the manuscript, Eva and Rafael. These two are characters in a 

narrative manuscript that is kept in Berto’s family estate. This manuscript—which serves 

as a double of the Laurence manuscript as a whole—tells the story of Eva and Rafael’s 

love.18 At the opening of the tale, Rafael has died, and Eva stands by his tomb. Rafael 

exhorts her to remain faithful to him, which establishes that they have a spiritual union. 

Eva maintains her faith in Rafael in the face of three angels, who each attempt to entice 

                                                 
18 Karen Sanchez-Eppler has written more extensively on the subject of the manuscript within the 
manuscript, in “Indeterminate Sex and Text: The Manuscript Status of The Hermaphrodite,” Philosophies 
of Sex: Essays on The Hermaphrodite. 
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Eva to return to “the living world” and marry again; these are framed as tests of Eva’s 

devotion. She is rewarded for her persistence by a visit from the “angel of consolation,” 

who plants a golden seed in Rafael’s heart (173). Eva then keeps a vigil by his tomb, 

passing the time in song and prayer and tending to the plant that grows from Rafael’s 

heart. She is therefore an image of wifely devotion, demonstrating the kind of ideal love 

that can exist between man and woman. Eventually, under Eva’s care, the plant grows up 

into heaven. With it goes “a bright appearance of Eva transfigured, as it were, in light, 

while the lifeless form that had been Eva, sank upon the ground” (178). Eva’s spiritual 

transcendence is achieved only by the death of her physical form and her ascension to the 

spiritual plane.  

The subsequent reunion of the lovers explicitly plays out the relationship between 

hermaphroditism, spiritual transcendence, and death. When they meet on the spiritual 

plane, Rafael speaks to her of God and heaven, and of God’s guidance of her to remain 

faithful to Rafael. Rafael concludes, “no, truly, are we wedded and inseparable,” now that 

they have reached the heavens together. The lovers then combine into one spirit; the 

narrator says, “Then I beheld the two forms locked in one fervent embrace, so that they 

seemed to be no longer two, but one. In like manner were the sounds of their two voices 

blent, in one harmonious strain.” Male and female, when truly wedded, become one 

spiritual whole. This whole, however, ultimately must disappear and be lost, as the 

narrator says, “Then, a brighter and more celestial light encompassed them, and I saw 

them no more” (181). Tellingly, this final scene is followed by a poem titled, “Funeral 

chorus—sung by the dead, when Eva buried Rafael,” which concludes with the lines, “Oh 
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man! thou hast many masters,/Death is the noblest and the kindest” (181, 182). The 

hermaphroditic wholeness achieved by a perfectly faithful heterosexual relationship is 

connected with a beautiful understanding of the heavenly world. This is, of course, 

immensely desirable. Yet this union is only achievable through the destruction of the 

physical body in death. Again, Howe shows that the idealized hermaphroditic union of 

marriage, and the pure androgynous spirit this union produces, is unsupportable on the 

earthly plane. In order to arrive at it, the pair must be exiled from society and destroyed. 

In both the relationship between Nina and Gaetano and the relationship between Eva and 

Rafael, ideal love cannot take place in the social or physical realms; the ideal is fully 

closed off for the reader who desires to remain alive. 

What remains is a contractual form of heterosexuality, one that underscores 

Howe’s struggle to resolve the fantasy of the ideal plane. Her depiction of hermaphroditic 

embodiment and androgynous spirituality leads inexorably to death; this defines earthly 

heterosexuality as inescapably flawed and divisive. This is explicitly laid out by one of 

Berto’s other sisters, Briseida. According to Briseida, the “matrimonial scale” is 

composed of options that depend on youth, beauty, and wealth:  

a woman young, beautiful and rich may obtain a husband who shall be 
either young, rich, or handsome, or even one who may combine these 
attributes, though such rarely marry until their dissipations (sic) have 
brought them to a premature decrepitude, and health and fortune alike 
require a nurse. A woman rich but not young may find a husband who 
shall be young, but not rich. A woman who has but her youth and beauty 
may get an old man, rich or otherwise. A woman simply of intelligence 
and education, who shall be neither young, rich, nor handsome may 
choose between the three alternatives of a life like mine, a convent, or 
marriage with some decayed stump and remnant of a man, probably 
without fortune, certainly without attractions, or qualities that command a 
woman’s love. (153-154) 
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Briseida’s speech is lengthy and repetitive, setting up a series of unpalatable choices that 

emphasize the individual’s connection to the physical and social world. It depicts the 

world of romantic love as a kind of market, where a woman has a limited set of goods to 

choose from. In each case, a woman who desires to marry must exchange her qualities for 

the qualities of her spouse. It is a contractual relationship, in which a woman possesses 

certain qualities and “obtains” or “gets” a man with other qualities. Howe describes this 

as an entirely unpleasant situation, given that a woman must settle for a man who has 

some undesirable qualities. It is an equally inescapable system, however, limiting the 

options available to the average woman Briseida describes. This means that the “half” 

who has not found idealized love finds him or herself constrained to this exchange of 

qualities. 

 Briseida’s attitude toward marriage is especially negative due to the nature of her 

relationship with her beloved, Pepino. Pepino is timid and retiring, and submits to the 

dominant will of Briseida. However, he is unable to marry her, since his family opposes 

the match, and has promised him to a Polish Countess. Briseida, locked into a social 

sphere that denies her the opportunity to marry, is therefore unable to even participate in 

the culture of contractual exchange she describes. The third of Berto’s sisters, Gigia, has 

a similarly fraught relationship with her lover, the Conte di Flavio. While the Conte 

Flavio sees himself as a gallant and an experienced lover, he has found his match in 

Gigia; Laurence describes their relationship as an enterprise, which is “managed on both 

sides with consummate skill” (157). Flavio wishes to seduce and corrupt Gigia, whereas 

Gigia hopes to marry Flavio for his title and wealth. While Flavio attempts to woo Gigia 
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into a public indiscretion, Gigia manages to thwart his attempts, appearing – at least in 

public – to be a woman of modesty. The dance between Gigia and Flavio gives them a 

certain kind of happiness. It is, however, a worldly relationship, and is painted by 

Laurence as unnatural and undesirable. What is significant about Briseida’s description of 

the marriage market, and Laurence’s descriptions of Briseida and Gigia’s failed 

relationships, is that they all represent the impossibility of ideal heterosexual union, and 

therefore the impossibility of spiritual transcendence. The individual who is limited to the 

social sphere by lack of spiritual union leads a disappointing life. This is repeated over 

and over again throughout the manuscript; every heterosexual couple other than Nina and 

Gaetano and Eva and Rafael is thwarted in their pursuit of spiritual union and happiness. 

They are, however, allowed to remain on the earthly plane, and are not riven by the 

spiritual and earthly divide in the way that idealized relationships are. By remaining 

separate halves, in other words, they are able to sustain relationships, and therefore to 

remain in the physical and social worlds.  

 

The Fantasy of the Unlivable Ideal 

 Julia Ward Howe depicts marriage as uniting man and woman into a 

hermaphroditic “ideal human being” in “The Halfness of Nature.” Laurence, the 

protagonist of The Hermaphrodite, embodies this perfect union as a hermaphroditic 

androgyne, wedding male and female into a single body with a “human soul, simple as 

such” within it. His idealization and his access to the spiritual realm means that Laurence 

cannot maintain connections with others. This is shown in his relationships with a foil, 
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Emma von P., and a mirror, Ronald. In each case, his attempt at connection leads to 

unconsciousness or death for his partner, and social exile for Laurence himself. What this 

shows is that the hermaphrodite, who metaphorically represents transcendental perfection 

in his marriage of male and female, cannot exist in society. This ideal, then, is isolated 

and unlivable. This is underscored by the heterosexual couples in the manuscript. Two 

couples have ideal relationships, but their love and union takes place either in an anti-

social state, or after death. Those characters who survive the manuscript do so in a state 

of unsatisfying, but livable, contractual heterosexuality. What is left is a system where 

women seek men to kick and cuff them, to “compliment their eyebrows and pay their 

bills.” The sexual binary, where halves seek – but never quite find – wholeness, is what 

remains for those who have not found ideal romantic fulfillment, or who are attached to 

their physical and social spheres. Howe’s fantasy of the hermaphrodite leaves open and 

unresolved the problem of the ideal. It resists the possibility of transcendence and 

spiritual perfection, and leaves the ideal stranded between heaven and earth. Howe’s 

fantastical, strange narrative—which hews to multiple genres in turn—can inspire us to 

read texts focused on hermaphroditism that exist more clearly within the boundaries of a 

single, supposedly objective genre as fantasies themselves. 
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CHAPTER 3 

“A NEW ORDER OF BEINGS”: THE LEGIBLE BODY IN S.H. HARRIS’ “A 

CASE OF DOUBTFUL SEX” 

 

 

The second volume of Robert Todd’s Cyclopedia of Anatomy and Physiology, 

published in 1839, contains an entry on “Hermaphroditism” that was authored by James 

Young Simpson. Simpson’s entry proved to be enormously influential on medical writing 

about hermaphroditism; it was cited in textbooks and journal articles even until after the 

turn of the century.19 In it, Simpson identifies “two orders of Spurious and True” 

hermaphroditism (684). He defines spurious hermaphroditism as “malformations of one 

sex as make [the genital] organs approximate in appearance and form to those of the 

opposite type” (684). As the qualifier suggests, the spurious hermaphrodite was not 

considered a hermaphrodite at all; he only appeared to be one. Spurious hermaphroditism 

was also known as “mistaken sex,” “so-called hermaphroditism,” “supposed 

hermaphroditism,” and “pseudohermaphroditism.”20 In opposition to spurious 

hermaphroditism, Simpson writes that “true hermaphroditism” encompasses “all cases in 

which there is an actual mixture or blending together, upon the same individual, of more 

or fewer of both the male and female organs” (Simpson 685). With such a vague 

                                                 
19 The entry was recirculated in academic discourse when it was reprinted verbatim in a posthumous 
volume of Simpson’s written work, Anaesthesia, Hospitalism, Hermaphroditism, and a Proposal to Stamp 
Out Small-Pox and Other Contagious Diseases (1871).  
 
20 This last term was used even into the 2000s. See, for example, MacLaughlin and Donahoe (2004). The 
terms “intersex,” “disorders of sexual development,” and “differences in sexual development” have become 
more common in recent years in response to the work of activists. 
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definition, it is unsurprising that the nineteenth-century physicians who worked from 

Simpson’s taxonomy continued to be vexed by what was spurious and what was true. 

Using their patients’ bodies as scaffolding, physicians from the 1830s to the 1870s 

struggled to determine if two sexes could be “mixed or blended” in one body, what that 

mixture or blend might look like, and what exact combination could be classified as “true 

hermaphroditism.” 

The majority of the academic work on hermaphroditism in the nineteenth century 

deals with medical texts, as these form the primary body of available literature on the 

subject. Three authors dominate the field with book-length works: Alice Dreger, 

Elizabeth Reis, and Geertje Mak. Alice Dreger’s Hermaphrodites and the Medical 

Invention of Sex, published in 1998, has become a touchstone. Dreger discusses medical 

texts on hermaphroditism published in France and Britain from the late nineteenth to the 

early twentieth century. In what is probably her most cited argument, she writes that the 

period between 1870 and 1915 can be called the “Age of Gonads.” By this, Dreger 

indicates that physicians during this period endeavored to fix the sexual binary by 

eliminating the possibility of true hermaphroditism; by relying on gonadal tissue, 

physicians were able to identify all bodies as either male or female. In her 2010 Bodies in 

Doubt: An American History of Intersex, Elizabeth Reis addresses hermaphroditism in an 

American context. Her sweeping history moves from the seventeenth century to the 

twenty-first; it documents the treatment of intersex people in legal and medical contexts, 

rather than making an emphatic argument about the trajectory she traces. In her 

discussion of the mid- to late-nineteenth century, following Dreger’s lead, Reis argues 
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that the efforts by physicians to determine the hermaphrodite’s “true” sex were attempts 

to manage more general cultural anxieties about “the instability of identity,” particularly 

identities related to sexuality or race (xii). Dreger and Reis both construct narratives of 

hermaphroditism where the physician directly contradicts and/or overrides the patient’s 

identification; as a result, they tend to ignore the deviations from this narrative, where 

physicians actively fantasized about the possibility of true hermaphroditism. 

In Doubting Sex: Inscriptions, Bodies and Selves in Nineteenth-Century 

Hermaphrodite Case Histories, Geertje Mak takes a praxiographic approach, focusing on 

the methods and instruments that physicians used to determine the sex of their patients. 

She references an extraordinary number of texts across the entire nineteenth century, 

primarily from French and German sources. She identifies a sharp distinction in the 

determination of sex in the early and the late nineteenth century. In the early nineteenth 

century, she argues, physicians identified the patient’s sex primarily through their social 

location—their mode of dress, their occupation, etc.—whereas in the late nineteenth 

century, the determination was made based on a physical examination. Mak’s argument is 

built out of her methodology; as she observes, physicians in the late nineteenth century 

were more trusted by their patients and had knowledge of and access to anesthesia, 

meaning that the patients were more likely to submit to a physical examination. This, in 

turn, meant that physicians could separate body from role, transforming the patient’s 

body into an object of inquiry separate from the self. However, Mak does not 

acknowledge the distance between the modern reader and the historical methods of the 

physicians she studies, especially the distance introduced by the re-telling of the tale. 



56 
 

Second, while American physicians did not have frequent access to the bodies of white 

middle-class patients in the early nineteenth century, and while they only sometimes were 

able to examine white working-class or poor patients, they were permitted regular access 

to the bodies of black slaves. In these American narratives, even in the early nineteenth 

century, physicians were able to describe the bodies of their hermaphroditic patients in 

detail, due to the oppressive regime in which they and their patients lived.21 

I intervene in the discussion of the history of nineteenth-century hermaphroditism 

in three significant ways. First, I elaborate on the relationship between the pursuit of true 

hermaphroditism and the professionalization of medicine. I argue that the drive to 

professionalize made physicians desire both the reinscription of the sexual binary and the 

discovery of true human hermaphroditism. Second, I directly address a single case 

narrative, an article by S.H. Harris entitled “A Case of Doubtful Sex,” published in 1847 

in the American Journal of the Medical Sciences.22 By focusing on a single case narrative 

and using additional texts to support my observations about that text, I examine the 

language that these physicians used, rather than treating the texts as transparent records. 

On the one hand, Harris frames Ned as being divided into single-sexed parts; by 

identifying which type of parts predominate, he is able to identify Ned’s “true sex.” 

However, during the genital exam he moves away from this style, instead identifying 

Ned’s body as unknown terrain, suggesting that nineteenth-century American doctors 
                                                 
21 McGregor (1998) and Washington (2006) discuss the impact of white medical access to the black body at 
greater length.  
 
22 This journal was founded in 1820 as the Philadelphia Journal of the Medical and Physical Sciences, 
sponsored by “an association of physicians”; its name was changed to the American Journal of the Medical 
Sciences in 1827, and did not list a sponsor. As James H. Cassedy notes, specific circulation data on 
antebellum periodicals is difficult to find, but the American Journal of the Medical Sciences was described 
in 1845 as “well sustained, and must be a source of profit to both Editor and Publishers” (qtd Cassedy 140). 



57 
 

also fantasized about a hermaphroditic body outside of the binary. This leads to my third 

and most significant intervention, which is understanding the case narrative of 

hermaphroditism as a form of fantasy. As my reading of Harris’ remarkable narrative 

shows, physicians were equally invested in determining the true binary sex of their 

patient and in discovering what Harris calls “a new order of beings” (123). Understanding 

this—that physicians in the mid-nineteenth century desired and fantasized about the true 

hermaphrodite as much as they resisted acknowledging her existence—establishes a 

fuller picture of the relationship of the mid-nineteenth century American physician to 

binary sex. 

 

Professional Anxieties 

Understanding the importance of professionalization in mid-nineteenth-century 

American medicine is essential to understanding the stakes of the case narratives I will 

discuss. Professionalization, as S.E.D. Shortt puts it, is “a process by which a 

heterogeneous collection of individuals is gradually recognized, by both themselves and 

other members of society, as constituting a relatively homogeneous and distinct 

occupational group” (52). It is, in other words, the creation of a unified identity around a 

group’s shared employment. The goal of professionalization is often occupational 

control, or the closing of borders to amateur or uneducated practitioners. In order to 

create this unified identity, the members of the profession must establish common 

knowledge and norms of behavior. As Paul Starr writes, “To gain the trust that the 

practice of medicine requires, physicians had to assure the public of the reliability of their 
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‘product.’ A standardized product requires a standardized producer” (22). To pursue this 

standardization, physicians took steps that made them the model for other rapidly-

developing professions of the nineteenth century. They sought to create and enforce 

licensing laws; they founded societies, both national and regional; they established 

schools; and they founded profession-specific journals. Each of these steps emphasized 

self-recognition, standardization, and occupational closure. In each case, the goal was to 

create a shared set of behaviors and practices, and to improve the effect of treatment or 

diagnosis.  

American physicians were beginning from a deficit. There were several 

interrelated factors that hobbled their efforts at professionalization, beginning in the 

1830s and continuing into the 1870s. Initial efforts at professionalization in the mid-

eighteenth century, attempted through the creation of medical schools and licensing laws, 

were relatively limited, and even these gains were hobbled by a subsequent backlash in 

the 1830s and 1840s. State legislatures in the Jacksonian era, inspired by the populist 

movement, undermined or even dismantled medical licensing.23 Without a required 

license to establish a standard of care, anyone could hang their shingle and begin to 

practice medicine. There was a related surge in proprietary medical schools, which 

significantly undermined the quality of education that prospective physicians received.24 

                                                 
23 For specific discussion of the repeal of licensing laws in the 1830s and 40s, see Appel (2010). 
 
24 Proprietary medical schools would usually be formed by a group of established physicians as a source of 
additional income. Students would pay a fee to purchase a ticket to a lecture by one of the physicians; the 
degree required that they attend a certain number of lectures. Many medical schools only required a few 
years of instruction before students could take their exams; exams, in turn, were at times laughably easy. 
Even when licensing was reintroduced, a medical degree could be obtained very easily through one of these 
low-quality proprietary schools. For more on medical education, see Baker (1984), Bonner (1995), Hudson 
(1985), Kett (1968), Ludmerer (1985) (1999), Numbers (1985), Shryock (1960), Starr (1984), and Stevens 
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There was considerable resistance to physicians’ efforts to create any kind of 

standardization. As Paul Starr argues, the conflict over professionalization was 

emblematic of “a more general conflict in American life between a democratic culture 

and a stratified society” (31). Beginning in the 1830s, wealth disparity increased, but 

Americans also developed a profound faith in social and economic mobility. 

Professionalization, with the elite status it implied, offended this faith. This coincided at 

mid-century with increasing dissatisfaction with established medical treatments and 

therapeutics, both among laymen and physicians themselves. In the popular sphere, in 

part in reaction against the tradition of heroic medicine, Thomsonian and eclectic 

medicine made significant headway. Between the 1820s and 1860s, physicians also 

gradually abandoned rationalism in favor of empiricism, moving from an emphasis on the 

basic mechanisms of disease to an emphasis on the outcome for the individual patient.25 

The profession, in other words, was in a state of continual upheaval. Mid-century 

physicians who sought to gain social authority and a standard of care were up against a 

lack of institutions and low professional standards. They had to resist the appearance of 

monopolistic control or aristocratic class distinctions. They were challenged by the 

                                                                                                                                                 
(1989). Ultimately, there was a significant decline in the quality of medical knowledge and expertise; 
Nathaniel Chapman, the first president of the American Medical Association, stated that the profession of 
medicine “has become corrupt, and degenerate, to the forfeiture of its social position” (qtd Browner 1). 
Likewise, Daniel Drake claimed that “the illiteracy of too many of those, who are thrusting themselves into 
our ranks… has given currency to the belief that a dolt, who is too stupid for the bar or the pulpit, will do 
admirably well for medicine.” While decrying the state of affairs in American medicine was in fashion, 
particularly in the mid- to late-nineteenth century, it does point to a lack of quality care within the medical 
profession.  
 
25 See Newton (2001) for definitions of rationalism and empiricism in medicine, and the influence of these 
movements on modern medical practice. 
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continued existence of folk practitioners and the rise of alternative therapies.26 Even 

within the regular medical profession, there was fierce sectarianism, dividing the 

profession within itself. Yet nineteenth-century American physicians showed an 

extraordinary amount of determination in their efforts. This can be seen in the medical 

literature they produced. 

Beginning in the 1830s—at the same time that physicians faced their strongest 

opposition to professionalization from legislative bodies—there began to be a gradual 

rise in the number of reports of hermaphroditism in American medical journals. This was 

not due to a sudden increase in the number of people with differences in sexual 

development; professionalization and increases in reports of hermaphroditism are 

interrelated. Alice Dreger writes that an increase in medical reports of hermaphroditism 

can be attributed to three interrelated factors: first, the development of obstetrics and 

gynecology, which leads to an increase in genital exams; second, the growth of the 

medical publishing industry, which leads to a more publishing opportunities for 

physicians who wrote on the subject of hermaphroditism; and third, continued reliance of 

physicians on medical journals, where they would encounter narratives of 

hermaphroditism and become more likely to see signs of it in their patients (25). A 

physician who practiced before the rapid rise in medical professionalization would have 

encountered patients whose sex was worthy of remark, but he would have been less likely 

to record the case. With the advent of a range of professional journals, schools, and 

societies, all pushing for an increase in reported knowledge on the subject of human 

                                                 
26 For more on folk practitioners and/or alternative therapies (such as patent medicine, Thomsonianism, and 
eclectic medicine), see Gevitz (1988), Haller (1994), Kaufman (1971), Robins (2005), and Whorton (2002). 
For the influence of sex on nineteenth-century alternative medicine, see Kirschmann (2004).  
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health, a mid-nineteenth-century physician would be more likely, even eager to share his 

account. He would have seen a professionalization opportunity in reporting on 

hermaphroditism, which was distinctive and could expand medical knowledge. His 

published account would then educate his fellow physicians and motivate them to find 

and report on hermaphroditism in their own patients.  

Professionalization put conflicting pressures on the physician who attempted to 

determine a patient’s “true sex.” The pressure most frequently invoked in scholarly work, 

as I have noted above, is the threat of the hermaphrodite to traditional sexual boundaries. 

In medicine and law, there were simple hierarchies that depended on ranking of the two 

sexes by their capacity for reason and judgment. People needed to be placed within this 

binary system in order to be governed; those whose sex was doubtful needed to be read 

correctly to avoid any crossing of boundaries. For example, there was the threat of the 

appropriation of civil rights. Similarly, the social primacy of opposite-sex marriage and 

reproduction depended on the connection of binary sex to sexual and romantic desire. 

The hermaphrodite or person of “doubtful sex” could potentially unmoor or blur these 

distinctions. Finally, there were implications that the violation of sexual boundaries might 

be analogous to violations of racial boundaries. Much of white western science defined 

people of color as being less-developed than whites. The intermixture of male and female 

raised the specter of racial intermixture; likewise, as Elizabeth Reis notes, the idea that a 

woman might pass as a man invoked anxieties about a black person posing as white. This 

pressure was underscored by the relationship of medicine to juridicolegal and 

governmental institutions, a relationship that was essential to the goals of 
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professionalization.27 Most adult case reports were of patients who were subject to 

institutional control; patients in these narratives were often in almshouses, workhouses, 

prisons, asylums, or the military. Again, determining a patient’s sex would allow them to 

be entered into the institution as a recognizable subject, making the physician an arbiter 

of the patient’s rights and – by implication – an expert authority.  

However, to define these political and institutional pressures as the only forces 

affecting physicians does not do full justice to their aims. This is particularly true when 

discussing publications in medical journals. English and European physicians had defined 

research as one of the markers of professionalism. Research led to innovative theories 

and the advancement of the understanding of the human body. A significant factor in the 

poor international reputation of American medicine was its lack of research and 

innovation. Discovering a unique case – even one that challenged institutional norms – 

would distinguish a physician, and American medicine more generally. Hermaphroditism 

was seen as being part of a narrative of human sexual development. In most accounts 

between the 1830s and the 1870s, it was framed as a sign of underdevelopment, a 

throwback to a more primitive form of evolutionary development. In a handful of 

accounts, it was described as a deviation that occurred, as William Broocks wrote in 

1851, “only among high bred classes of men and animals” (57). The subject was 

therefore of profound scholarly and scientific interest. Broad histories of 

hermaphroditism, such as those by Elizabeth Reis and Alice Dreger, have emphasized a 

narrative where the hermaphrodite’s duality was resolved by the physician; in case 

                                                 
27 See Mohr (1993) for an extensive discussion of medical jurisprudence and the relationships between 
physicians and the law.  
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narratives of the mid-nineteenth century, however, we can see professionalizing 

physicians exploring the possibility of a “new order of beings,” true hermaphrodites who 

cannot be resolved into one or the other binary sex.  

  

Theories of Hermaphroditic Development. 

Nineteenth-century medical understanding of hermaphroditism depended on 

framing the hermaphrodite as a natural deviation from the norm. This directly contrasted 

against seventeenth- and early-eighteenth-century medical narratives where the human 

hermaphrodite was framed in what Rosemary Garland-Thomson calls a “narrative of the 

marvelous” (“Introduction” 3).28 This mode depended on the idea that the hermaphrodite 

was inexplicable and irrational, and represented an act of God. Beginning in the early 

nineteenth century, however, medicine shifted to a more naturalized view of monstrosity. 

What was wondrous was actually pathological.29 This meant that the hermaphrodite’s 

difference was the product of biological forces that might be explained, predicted, or 

even replicated by the scientist.30 Elizabeth Grosz writes that this mode of teratological 

representation, which she states begins in the early nineteenth century, transforms the 

traits of hermaphroditic individuals into “‘neutral’ facts, described in scientific 

                                                 
28 Garland-Thomson locates the transition out of the narrative of the marvelous to teratology in 1832, in the 
work of Isidore Geoffrey Saint-Hilaire. However, in the same volume, Paul Semonin notes that the 
narrative of the marvelous became declasse among physicians beginning in the early eighteenth century; 
teratology might be said to formally enter the shift into medical discourse. 
 
29 This language was sometimes found in freak show narratives, but was intended to grant 
scientific/medical legitimacy to the claims about the freak performer.  
 
30 Huet (1993) documents the shift from maternal impression to pathologization in scientific literature, and 
positions this as an effort by physicians and scientists to remove power from the mother and reassign it to 
the (usually male) practitioner. Gill (2009), and Angell (2008) both comment on the legacy of tension 
between individual and taxonomic categorization. 
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terminology, as part of a meticulous classificatory system that explains anomalies and 

renders them more ‘normal,’ or at least places them within a broad continuum containing 

the ‘normal’ as its ideal” (57). Beginning in the early nineteenth century, the 

hermaphroditic wonder was transformed into an entry in the taxonomy of deviation. The 

wondrous hermaphroditic monster was evidence of God’s power. The medical and 

scientific hermaphrodite was a perfectly natural occurrence, albeit an anomalous one.31 

Even into the 1830s, narratives of hermaphroditism described the hermaphroditic 

individual both as wonder and as natural deviation; this was especially true in non-

specialist texts. James Akin’s 1839 tract, “Facts Connected with the Life of James 

Carey,” illustrates how the marvelous and the natural could coincide in a hybrid text. 

Both types of description are present, even though it had elements of a medical narrative. 

Akin describes Carey as a supernatural monster is at the beginning of the tract, in a 

prefatory poem: “Physiologists stare! their wits bepuzzle,/At wond’rous Facts detected!” 

Similarly, Akin describes Carey as inexplicably singular when he writes of “the very 

strange and unnatural conformation of [Carey’s] genital organs.” At the same time, 

however, Akin shows his investment in the view of genital difference as a natural 

phenomenon. The most significant example of this is when Akin describes Carey’s penis 

as underdeveloped, writing, “The penis externally, exhibited the size and shrivelled 

appearance of an infant’s three or four months old; the praepuce completely enveloping 

the gland, as seen in children.” This comparison frames Akin’s genitals as a variation of 

the normal. His difference is pathologized, but also placed it in a continuum that contains 

                                                 
31 See Ghadessi (2015) for further discussion of the process of naturalization in medical discussions of 
monstrosity. 
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the normal. Akin’s approach was that of an artist and biographer; he was not a physician 

himself, and he wrote as an observer of Carey’s autopsy, rather than as a participant. In 

the writing of physicians, by contrast, there was a significant, almost universal 

abandonment of the narrative of the marvelous in the early nineteenth century.  

Human hermaphroditism had been naturalized in French and British medical 

writing by the early nineteenth century, as Grosz notes. These physicians were the 

developers and originators of hermaphroditic theory, and American writing quickly fell in 

line with their work. The first significant nineteenth-century western work on monstrosity 

was Ètienne Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire’s 1822 Philosophie Anatomique. Saint-Hilaire argues 

that abnormality was the result of interruptions of the development of the fetus. This 

depends on the assumption that monstrosity was a natural phenomenon. In addition, he 

suggests that monstrosity was predictable. The same interruption of the fetal development 

process would result in the same abnormality, according to this logic.32 Saint-Hilaire’s 

work was enormously influential on subsequent teratological writing, essentially 

reinventing the study of monstrosity. Its stamp can be clearly seen on James Young 

Simpson’s Cyclopedia, which work—as I have mentioned above—influenced the range 

of American responses to hermaphroditism. Like Saint-Hilaire, Simpson argues that 

abnormalities of fetal development are the cause of hermaphroditism. In fact, he writes 

that one of the central purposes of his discussion is to “endeavor to show how far the 

diversified forms of hermaphroditic malformation can be explained upon our present 

                                                 
32 Geoffroy’s son, Isidore Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, continued his work in an 1857 book titled Histoire 
Générale et Particulière des Anomalies de L’Organisation Chez L’Homme et Les Animaux.  
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knowledge of the laws of development,” making the naturalization of hermaphroditism 

his stated purpose (206).  

One of the most crucial contributions of Simpson’s work to medical discussions 

of hermaphroditism was his taxonomy, which is cited in almost every theoretically-

inclined text on hermaphroditism between its publication date and the late nineteenth 

century. This taxonomy demonstrates the process of naturalization applied to 

hermaphroditism: 

 

Illustration 1: Simpson’s taxonomy of hermaphroditism 

 

Simpson begins by establishing a shared class of hermaphroditism and different orders of 

“spurious” and “true.” He then identifies the genera that fall under each order, and 

specifies the species of hermaphroditism that occur in each genus. In spurious 

hermaphroditism, the patient is not hermaphroditic, and he therefore splits this genus into 
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male and female types. In the genus of true hermaphroditism the patient has organs that 

are considered male and female; Simpson organizes the species of this genus by where 

the different organs are located. This sets up categories to regulate and organize what 

would previously be described through individualizing language. The effort to create a 

taxonomy of hermaphroditism, and the adherence to a scientific taxonomic structure, 

shows that Simpson was working to conceive of the hermaphrodite as a predictable – not 

horrific or marvelous – deviation from the standard human type.33 Significantly, he works 

to avoid erasing the possibility of true hermaphroditism in the same way that later 

physicians would. His taxonomy allows for the possibility of non-gonadal 

hermaphroditism, allowing that a person with one type of gonadal tissue might be 

considered a “true hermaphrodite.”  

 Like Saint-Hilaire, Simpson associates hermaphroditic variation with defects of 

fetal development, which he associates with evolutionary development: “the younger the 

embryo—and, on a similar principle, the lower we descend in the scale of animal 

existence—we find the differences between the organs of the two sexes proportionately 

the less pronounced, until at last we arrive at that primitive type in which these organs 

present altogether a common, neutral, or intermediate character” (286). In his system, 

higher order animals, and the fully developed human embryo, have clearly differentiated 

sexes. Lower orders and the earlier stages of fetal development have more 
                                                 
33 Michel Foucault notes that the taxonomy became less important to the process of diagnosis in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Instead, physicians attempted make symptoms visible and legible 
through what Foucault terms the “medical gaze.” As the case narratives I discuss will show, the medical 
gaze was essential to case narratives of hermaphroditism. However, as Simpson’s text demonstrates, the 
taxonomy remained essential to the reimagination of hermaphroditism as a natural deviation from the norm. 
By transforming the individual hermaphroditic patient into an example of a taxonomic type, the physician 
reinforced his authority over the hermaphroditic body, and articulated hermaphroditism as a predictable, 
even manageable phenomenon.  
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hermaphroditic tendencies. When fetal development is affected, then, sexual 

differentiation may be less distinct. This will result in spurious or true hermaphroditism. 

In spurious hermaphroditism, the sexual organs are not “of an entirely new and 

anomalous type of structure, but are only repetitions of certain types of the same organs 

that are to be met with, both in the human fetus and in the inferior orders of animate 

beings” (290). These are male or female organs, in other words, which show a lack of 

development. However, he posits that even cases of true hermaphroditism underscore 

“the unity of type in the male and female sexual organs”; he argues for a variation of the 

one-sex system, pointing out the similarities between the different parts of male and 

female sexual organs, and ascribing the possibility of true hermaphroditism to the effect 

of development.34 His system depends on the belief that all living organisms are on a 

spectrum of development, and that deviations from the norm are the result of interruption 

or over-extension of the developmental process. 

 There are sexual and racial hierarchies built into this narrative of development. 

First, Simpson identifies women as less developed than men. He attributes spurious 

hermaphroditism to the over-development of women or the under-development of men: 

“when females are malformed in the sexual parts so as to resemble the male, the 

malformation is almost always one of excessive development… and, on the other hand, 

when the male organs are malformed in such a manner as to simulate the female, the 

abnormal appearance is generally capable of being traced to a defect of development” 

                                                 
34 Thomas Laqueur (1990) has written extensively on the subject of the one-sex and two-sex models. The 
two-sex model was dominant in the nineteenth century, but did not entirely disappear, as evidenced by 
Simpson’s argument. Simpson goes so far as to include a chart in his discussion of hermaphroditism that 
identifies all of the corresponding parts in male and female sexual anatomy (298). 
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(280). This narrative can easily be turned to arguments about the behavior of women who 

have been over-developed; for example, Simpson cites Roman texts on Sappho as 

indicating the “depravity” that can result from the overdevelopment of the clitoris. 

Simpson’s privileging of development as a way of understanding hermaphroditism as a 

pathology also created racial tensions in the text. Simpson’s developmental narrative 

aligns with racist ideologies through his citations of the “lower orders,” “inferior 

animals,” and “primitive” development, language implicitly linked to racial science of the 

nineteenth century. More explicitly, he writes that “Excessive size of the clitoris would 

seem to be much less common among the natives of cold and temperate than among 

those of warm countries.” This was in keeping with narratives that associated 

geographical location – and by extension, race – with pathologized embodiments.35 There 

were political and social values inherent in this system, although in keeping with 

scientific ideals of objectivity, these values were elided. 

Simpson’s theory offered a professional method for approaching a potentially 

confusing deviation from the supposed norm. His discrete categories, his narrative 

development, and the power imbalances implied in his language, are all repeated in 

nineteenth-century American case narratives of hermaphroditism. Physicians who 

encountered hermaphroditism, influenced by Simpson’s argument, would see the 

hermaphrodite as a means of understanding human sexual development. They would 

need to resolve the patient’s sex, especially when encountering that patient within an 

institutional context. However, there would be a simultaneous – and equally strong – 

                                                 
35 For more on the racist history of medicine and science, see Briggs (2003), Savitt (2002), and Washington 
(2006). 
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desire for evidence to support these prevailing teratological theories. The hermaphrodite, 

when encountered in the doctor’s office or on the house visit, offered a practical and 

theoretical challenge to the physician that could not easily be resolved.  

 

Case Narratives of Hermaphroditism 

The phrase “case narrative” can be used to refer to several different medical 

documents, including patient charts or physicians’ notes. I use it here to refer to 

documents defined in Taber’s Cyclopedic Medical Dictionary as “a formal summary of a 

unique patient and his or her illness, including the presenting signs and symptoms, 

diagnostic studies, treatment course and outcome” (qtd Nissen and Wynn 2). American 

medical texts on hermaphroditism were predominantly case narratives. Case narratives 

made up a significant portion of professional American medical journalism in general. 

This was in part due to the pressures of professionalization. A well-respected and 

educated nineteenth-century physician, who saw himself as part of the development of 

professionalization, would be interested in publishing in a medical journal. If he were a 

practicing doctor—as most American physicians were—his quickest, least expensive, and 

most effective opportunity would be to publish a case narrative.36 While these narratives 

would eventually become less common in medical journalism, they were popular 

throughout nineteenth-century American medical publishing, due to the pressures of 

professionalization, including the dearth of available information on various diseases and 

conditions, the lack of research facilities available to most physicians, and the need for 

models of good professional behavior.  
                                                 
36 See Nissen and Wynn (2014) for the overall benefits and limitations of the case narrative. 
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In the nineteenth century, with advances in publishing technology, medical 

journals became easier and easier to publish. American medical journals proliferated over 

the course of the century: between 1797 and 1850, two hundred and four new journals 

had been established; in 1879, the number had risen to five hundred and forty-seven 

(Ebert 261).37 Almost all of these journals had extremely small circulation; most folded 

within a few years. What is important about the number of journals, however, is that it 

created more opportunities for doctors to imagine themselves as part of the profession, 

and to consider themselves subject to the standards of medical practice. As Daniel Drake 

observed in 1852, “they call forth communications from neighboring physicians, who 

would never be aroused or emboldened to write for distant, and perhaps, more 

distinguished periodicals… while the writers themselves are by the very efforts 

stimulated to improvement” (86). By reading and writing for a medical periodical, even a 

small one, a doctor would join the professional group, and would be induced to improve 

both his writing and his practice. Since laboratory facilities and even medical education 

was less accessible to American physicians, original research and theorization was 

relatively uncommon. Instead, the medical literature was dominated by accounts of 

societies, translated articles, and case narratives.  

The prevalence of case narratives suited the authors for and subscribers of most 

American medical journals. For authors, case narratives relied on practical, individual 

                                                 
37 The rise in journals was due in part to a simultaneous increase in other professional bodies. Medical 
societies, for example, often established journals where they could publish the minutes and proceedings of 
their meetings. The division and distance between regions also had a significant effect. For the rise of 
medical journals, see Cassedy (1983), Ebert (1960), and Mott (1970). For more on the regionalism of 
nineteenth-century medicine, and the challenges this posed for professionalization, see Stevens (1999) and 
Rabinowitz (2013). Cassedy notes that the proliferation of journals also reflects American ideals of 
individualism, where every man deserved to air his opinion (137). 



72 
 

experience; a doctor needed only a unique patient or notable therapeutic approach. They 

were simple to write, requiring only that the physician create a narrative out of the notes 

he would have already taken on the case. For readers, case narratives offered practical 

material that would be appropriate for the evaluation and treatment of patients, as 

opposed to theory.38 By giving an account of a specific instantiation of a condition or 

disease, and describing the process of evaluation and treatment, case narratives gave the 

reader a clear map for how to approach similar cases. In the nineteenth century, when 

physicians were slowly building a larger body of medical knowledge, case narratives 

could be compared and combined to create a better taxonomy of symptoms and results. 

The case narrative could also help to expand on the general education of the reader. A 

physician who had never encountered a case of “doubtful sex” before, for example, could 

read about another colleague’s experience in a case narrative and have some sense of how 

to approach the disease. This was especially useful for physicians were lived in areas 

away from major medical organizations. For both authors and readers, telling stories 

about their patients allowed practitioners to assert their membership in the profession and 

their affiliations within that profession. As Michael Sappol writes, “The exchange of 

cases was a way to talk shop, share experiences, and join a circle of colleagues” (472). It 

was an extended form of gossip; by writing and reading cases, physicians were also able 

to show their commitment to the establishment of a bounded professional group.  

                                                 
38 Even in the 1880s, some physicians complained that theory would be detrimental to bedside manner, 
reflecting the continued influence of a patient-centered approach. Research was rarely funded in America 
throughout the nineteenth century. This significantly affected the content of American medical journals. 
Journals were padded with book reviews, conference and society reports, articles from European and 
British journals, editorials, readers’ letters, and case histories. See Shortt (1983). 
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In keeping with their professionalization goals, nineteenth-century American case 

narratives show physicians attempting to create a standardized voice through the gradual 

development of the genre.39 Joanne Trautmann Banks and Anne Hunsaker write that the 

standard case narrative form consists of “a statement of the chief complaint… the history 

of the present illness, past medical history, review of systems, family history, and social 

history,” and ends “with the results of the physical examination and laboratory tests” 

(vii). Kathryn Montgomery Hunter adds the categories of “the scrutiny of the physical 

evidence for further telltale clues,” or the investigation of symptoms orally and through 

physical exam (“Remaking” 164). In a nineteenth-century case narrative, the physical 

exam was often described step by step, in addition to its results. Hunter notes that the 

physician would also narrate their process of diagnosis before describing the results of 

treatment: “the silent formation of a hypothesis; some experimentation with the evidence; 

careful reasoning about the possibilities, with more investigation to eliminate the unlikely 

ones; and then, the conclusion—the diagnosis of the plan for treatment” (“Remaking” 

164). The case narrative therefore established the physical and intellectual requirements 

for a standardized practitioner by giving the physician a sequence for his inquiries with 

the patient, a procedure for the physical exam, the probably diagnosis and treatment, and 

a demonstration of the author’s reasoning for his course of action.  

The case narratives I discuss here are part of this writing and publishing history. 

They were written by men who sought to identify themselves as practitioners, by writing 

                                                 
39 The medical case narrative has a long and complicated history. As Monika Class observes, it is important 
to avoid applying a trans-historical definition to the phenomenon (vii). In this chapter, I focus particularly 
on the genre of mid-nineteenth-century western case narratives, which allows for a more concrete 
definition. See Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995) for more on the creation and development of genre, 
particularly the situatedness of genre deployment.  
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about their patients, and as researchers, by writing for a professional journal. Because of 

these influences, the language of the case narrative, particularly on hermaphroditism, is a 

productive site for analysis. The case narrative I foreground in this chapter, “A Case of 

Doubtful Sex,” was S.H. Harris’ second article for the American Journal of the Medical 

Sciences; his first was “Delivery of a Fetus Through the Abdominal Parieties,” published 

in 1837. These are the only two articles written by Harris on record in the Index-

Catalogue of the Library of the Surgeon General’s Office.40 It was one of nine “Original 

Communications: Memoirs and Cases” published in the July 1847 issue of the journal; it 

was the seventh of these articles, following “On Vesico-Vaginal Fistula” and preceding 

“Account of a Physical Sign of Pneumonia of the Apex of the Lungs.” The “Case of 

Doubtful Sex” is an account of Harris’ interview and examination of a young slave 

named Ned. I have chosen this article because it clearly demonstrates the common 

characteristics of nineteenth-century American case narratives of hermaphroditism.  

Harris begins with some opening remarks about the remarkability of the case; he 

then quickly moves to a description of Ned’s body and his genitals, followed by some 

observations about Ned’s personality and social role. At the end of the narrative, he 

meditates on the possibility that Ned could be one of a “new order of beings.” It is a 

common length for a single-case narrative, taking up little more than a full page. The 

editors, as was common in medical journals, appended a similar case to the end of Harris’ 

article; they chose the case of Levi Suydam, which choice emphasizes the possible legal 

ramifications of a case of “doubtful sex.” As I read Harris’ text, I will cross-reference 

                                                 
40 There is another S.H. Harris who was a more prolific author, but he was Australian, and published during 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
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articles by other physicians on the same subject matter, demonstrating that these authors 

make the same kinds of choices as Harris does. Harris’ article was published in a 

reputable, comparatively high-circulation journal, and the articles I cross-reference are all 

from comparable publications.41 This is intended to focus on issues of professionalization 

unique to middle- and upper-class physicians. As my references to other journal articles 

show, however, both Harris’ strategies for reading his patient’s body and his anxiety 

about the accuracy of those strategies are shared across the literature. 

 

“A Case of Doubtful Sex” 

In The Normal and the Pathological, Georges Canguilhem writes, “Every 

conception of pathology must be based on prior knowledge of the corresponding normal 

state.” To understand what illness or deformity looks like, the physician must know how 

these conditions deviate from the norm, and therefore must have a clear definition of the 

norm. At the same time, however, Canguilhem argues that “the scientific study of 

pathological cases becomes an indispensable phase in the overall search for the laws of 

the normal state” (19). The diseased or abnormal thereby indicates what we conceive of 

as normal. This might seem straightforward when discussing something like gangrene; 

the binary of healthy and unhealthy is centered on the idea that death is quintessentially 

undesirable. However, activists and scholars have challenged the extension of this binary 
                                                 
41 Frank Luther Mott identifies four journals as consistent leaders in nineteenth-century American medical 
publishing: American Journal of the Medical Sciences, Boston Medical and Surgical Journal (now the New 
England Journal of Medicine), Medical News (later absorbed into New York Journal of Medicine), and 
Journal of the American Medical Association (which only became a significant leader in the field in the 
very late nineteenth and twentieth centuries). I have reviewed articles from these journals for the most part, 
with reference to articles from the specialist journals American Journal of Obstetrics and American Journal 
of Dermatology and Genitourinary Diseases. Both of these specialist journals had national circulation but 
were limited by their specialist subject matter.  
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beyond fatal or painful disease, making the political and social ramifications of this 

reciprocal definition more visible.42 The hermaphroditic bodies in these case narratives of 

adult patients are almost universally without pain or threat of death. When the adult 

patient sought the physician’s care—rather than having it thrust upon them by an 

institutional body or outside party—it was almost always for another complaint, such as 

the inability to become pregnant, or a growth on their genitals. Their bodies were 

otherwise functional for their purposes. The physician was the one to position them as 

pathological. By doing so, the physician identified characteristics against his ideal of the 

norm; in turn, he located the norm through his description of what seemed abnormal 

about his patient. Ned’s case can be taken as exemplary. There is no complaint; Harris’ 

account mentions no pain or disease. Ned is healthy, and Harris describes Ned’s 

appearance as normal or typical in multiple ways. Harris, in examining and diagnosing 

Ned’s difference, negotiates the boundary of normal and abnormal, defining both as he 

tells the story of Ned’s body and life. 

Harris takes two different approaches to the reciprocal definition of the normal 

and abnormal. First, he defines Ned’s secondary sex characteristics and bodily functions 

as a series of “normal” or “typical” parts. Harris’ language in detailing these aspects of 

Ned’s case forms a portrait of male and female characteristics that adheres to a binary 

norm. This binary is explicitly racialized at the beginning of the narrative; however, 

Ned’s race is erased from the remainder of the text as Harris works to focus almost 

                                                 
42 Lennard J. Davis (1995) writes that the “normal” is “part of a notion of progress, of industrialization, and 
of ideological consolidation of the bourgeoisie” (49). Simi Linton (2006) builds on this in order to critique 
the ambiguity at the heart of the categories of normal and abnormal, and how they establish boundaries 
between an us and a them.  
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entirely on Ned’s body in terms of its adherence to the physical norms of biological sex. 

Through this method, Harris builds the idea of a universal type of male and female, and 

in order to define the body as either having a predominance of male or predominance of 

female parts. This method of establishing the norm changes in Harris’ description of his 

examination of Ned’s genitals. In the genital exam Harris moves from a subjective to an 

objective style. He depersonalizes both himself and Ned, and describes Ned’s internal 

organs as unfamiliar terrain. This does not disrupt the stability of the external 

male/female binary, since that norm is still implicitly defined against Ned’s abnormal 

body. However, it reveals Harris’ desire for the fantastic possibility of a “new order of 

beings” that might provide an alternative to the binary, a fantasy that both defines the real 

and constructs an outside to that real. Harris’ imagining of Ned’s sex reinforces the 

sexual binary through the continual comparison of Ned to norms of male and female. 

However, it simultaneously refers to the possibility of a place outside of this binary, a 

place that must be investigated by the physician in order to comprehend it. 

 

The Universal Type 

Harris begins his narrative by noting that physicians agree that true 

hermaphroditism is an impossibility. However, he writes, “there are still some people 

whose genitals excite doubt as to their sex,” meaning that there are still those whose sex 

cannot be immediately categorized into a binary sexual category (121-22). He then 

introduces his patient as “a monster of this singular character,” and states that the patient 

is “probably as remarkable a case of the kind as any recorded in the annals of 
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physiology” (122). This opening gesture is meant to demonstrate his knowledge of the 

field by citing common scholarly agreement on the subject of hermaphroditism, and 

justifies his addition to the literature by identifying his patient as a rare case that will 

potentially disrupt existing criteria or knowledge of hermaphroditism. His use of the 

word “singular” seems to call on the older narrative of the monstrous, but Harris 

immediately undercuts this by referring to his desire to contribute to the study of 

physiology. He does the work of establishing his credibility as a professional authority by 

referencing contemporary discussions and underscoring the justification for his writing. 

He then names his patient for the first time: “Ned, a slave and a house servant” (122).  

Harris does not indicate why Ned has come or been brought to him, nor does he 

reference any disease that Ned or Ned’s master would seek to treat. We can assume that 

Ned was brought to Harris to have his sex determined. The primary “complaint” is Ned’s 

doubtful sex; there is additional professional value in the possible economic effects of 

Harris’ determination of Ned’s sexual role.43 In keeping with this, Harris launches almost 

immediately into a description of Ned’s appearance. Harris initially focuses on Ned’s 

overall appearance, noting his impressions while Ned was fully clothed: 

[Ned’s] head is large, with a coarse masculine face, wide mouth, thick 
lips, feminine voice, and a chin entirely destitute of beard. His skin is soft 
and delicate, with upper and lower extremities well formed and rounded, 
with the exception of his feet which resemble very much the males of the 
African race. Thus far, however, his general appearance presents nothing 
very remarkable, or anything calculated to excite doubts as to his 
sexuality. His shining ebony skin and rounded limb, are not uncommon 

                                                 
43 In the context of American medical writing during slavery, there is a reframing of Ned’s body as an 
economic object that is never made explicit. While a white patient’s rights and economic status would be 
affected by the determination of sex, Harris’ access to Ned’s body and the ramifications of that access are 
far greater. 
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with negro boys, trained up as house servants among the luxurious livers 
of the South. (122) 

 
Harris takes a fairly common approach to hermaphroditism in this passage, separating 

Ned’s appearance into distinctive pieces and identifying each with normative signifiers of 

masculinity and femininity. Ned’s face and feet are masculine; his voice and beardless 

chin are feminine. Notably, his opening statement explicitly references race in order to 

characterize his sex. Harris notes Ned’s “wide mouth” and “thick lips,” phrases that call 

on common racial stereotypes, and he associates Ned’s feet specifically with black 

masculinity. In the most complicated gesture of the passage, Harris first designates Ned’s 

skin and limbs as feminine, but then turns to mark these qualities as typical of black men, 

“not uncommon with negro boys.” These comments reflect two common but opposing 

beliefs about black masculinity. First, the tenets of racist science would automatically 

associate Ned with primitive development or the “lower orders,” a masculinizing gesture. 

Second, black men were also associated with a lack of manhood. Hortense Spillers writes 

that “the ideology of ‘race’ in the New World [con]text is founded upon the fundamental 

suspicion that one is not a ‘man’” (12).44 With these influences, it might seem to be easy 

for a physician to simply interpret the essential division of Ned’s body, manifested in 

hermaphroditism, as being founded in his racial difference. 

 Yet Harris does not take this approach. Harris’ description of Ned’s racial 

location in the opening of his narrative contrasts sharply with the majority of the 

narrative, where Ned’s race is not directly addressed. In the last third of the narrative, 

Harris references Ned’s “amorous advances to the dusky maidens around him,” which 

                                                 
44 See also Wallace (2002). 
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places him in a particular racial society. However, he does not use Ned’s race as an 

explanatory mechanism. Most notably, in the physical examination that is at the center of 

the narrative, Harris does not mention race, or even use racially coded language. Instead, 

Harris describes Ned wholly in terms of the male and female sexual binary. Harris uses 

this binary in two ways. He identifies the way in which Ned deviates from the binary, 

using these deviations in order to establish the norm. More subtly, he also identifies, 

explicitly and in terminology, the places in which Ned’s body adheres to physical norms. 

This is not to say that Ned’s race disappears. His race, and the disempowered social 

position it puts him in, creates the conditions necessary for Harris’ unfettered access to 

his body. The violation of Ned’s body in Harris’ narrative unquestionably doubled by the 

racial positions of patient and physician. What I wish to point to here is how Harris’ 

deracination of Ned is intended to reimagine him temporarily as a universalized type of 

the abnormal. To some degree, in order for his case to be broadly applicable, he must be 

unmoored from his social position. Ned becomes a patient who can represent the 

aberration against which the universal, implicitly white normal body can be defined. This 

requires the narratival removal of race. 

For example, after he writes about Ned’s general appearance, Harris goes on to 

describe his initial inspection of Ned’s torso, and in this description makes no reference 

to race: “But on opening his vest and shirt bosom, there are presented two large and well 

developed protuberant mammæ, having all the external characteristics of the breast of a 

healthy well-formed young woman. His neck, shoulders and chest partake likewise of this 

feminine character, having the soft and voluptuous outline of the female.” These 
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sentences rely on the idea of specifically female physical characteristics, to which Ned’s 

body conforms. Ned’s breasts are examples of normal, healthy women’s breasts, and his 

torso has the “outline of the female.” The shape of a woman’s body is therefore 

established through Ned’s exemplification of it. This is a universal, imaginary norm of 

womanhood. When describing Ned’s penis, Harris takes the same approach, writing that 

it “is naturally formed in every respect, and eminently endowed, as he informed me, with 

virile sensibility.” Finally, when describing Ned’s menses, Harris writes that Ned shows 

“the usual disturbance of the system,” so that it is obvious “when he is under its 

influence.” This normalization continues in Harris’ characterization of Ned’s social 

interactions. He writes, “As in most females in every station of life, there is likewise at 

such periods a shrinking from observation, and the constant exercise of a sleepless 

vigilance in preventing exposure” (122). The bodily function of menstruation, and Ned’s 

behavior during menstruation, also adhere to this imagined universal norm of 

womanhood.  

For much of the case narrative, Ned’s difference continues to be defined through 

the contrast of normally-formed parts. Each part is considered as a self-contained entity, 

either male or female. One significant point of departure in the text comes when Harris 

describes a male organ as performing a female bodily function; here he continues to 

reinforce the binary, but suggests the possibility of an organ that can be both male and 

female. After his description of his genital examination, Harris writes, “But the anomaly 

does not stop there. This singular creature has been regularly menstruating for three or 

four years through the penis, attended in its inception and progress, by all the symptoms 
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which commonly characterize the catamenia in young females” (122, emphasis original). 

Beginning with the conjunction “but” sets the first sentence apart, and lends dramatic 

impact to what follows. Similarly, his notable turn to the phrase “this singular creature,” 

which draws on the narrative of the marvelous, is meant to express his shock. These 

gestures lead to his stress of the phrase “through the penis,” which is his final dramatic 

flourish. While this might seem to be a point of mixing together, where male and female 

blend together, Harris’ italics continue to set them apart; the phrase is divided in two, 

between what he considers a female bodily process and what he considers a normal male 

organ.  

Language that compares both male/female and normal/abnormal recurs across 

case narratives of hermaphroditism, continuing even into the late nineteenth century. For 

example, in “Three Cases of Hypospadias in which Sex was Undeterminable Until 

Puberty,” published in 1890, L. H. Luce and W.H. Luce write of a patient whose “general 

appearance” was “of an unusually well-developed and handsome man.” Luce and Luce 

went on to describe the patient’s clitoris as “abnormally developed,” and further specified 

that it was “two and one-half inches in length” (1017). Both their use of the phrase 

“unusually well-developed” and the word “abnormal” emphasize the existence of a 

normal standard development in the human body, using the abnormality of his patient to 

underscore the expectations for normal human bodies.45 Similarly, in “Case of 

Hermaphrodism Involving the Operation of Castration and Illustrating a New Principle in 

Juridical Medicine,” published in 1852, Samuel D. Gross describes a three year old girl in 

                                                 
45 This article was published in The American Naturalist.  
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similarly comparative terms.46 He writes that the patient’s “labia were well-developed, 

and contained each a testis, quite as large, consistent and well-shaped as they ever are in 

boys at this age” (181). The word “developed” is again essential to his description of the 

patient, and he identifies each part of the patient’s genitals as typical or normal for 

another body; even when the labia and testes coexist, they are considered as individually 

“well-developed” entities. Much as in Harris’ account, other authors do not make 

reference to the particular differences of their patients in terms of race or class after the 

initial description of their patient; for example, in the 1881 article, “An Interesting Case 

of Malformation of the Female Sexual Organs,” Edward Swasey writes of his Irish 

immigrant patient’s “stupid, melancholy expression” and notes that her mental state “is 

dull and heavy” (94).47 After this initial description, however, he makes no other 

reference to his patient’s ethnicity or mental state, and does not speculate on cause.  

The standard format of case narratives in mid-nineteenth-century medical writing 

places personal information about the patient, such as their family history and general 

appearance, at the beginning of this case. This allows the physician to provide context for 

their patient’s case. In the documents examined here, elements of identity like race and 

class disappear after this initial gesture. Instead, the physician concentrates on body parts 

and bodily functions. The aim seems to be to create a temporarily unmarked subject; the 

patient becomes a fantasy of a universal human type for the space of the physical 

examination and diagnosis. The patient’s race and class do not disappear from the text, 

particularly not when placed in the opening lines; rather, these identifications are 

                                                 
46 Published in the American Journal of the Medical Sciences. 
 
47 Published in American Journal of Obstetrics and Diseases of Women and Children. 
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seemingly suspended for the time in which they are considered as physical objects for the 

physician’s investigation. This suspension is done in an effort to create a universal 

abnormal. This was common in the case narrative format, but it has a peculiar effect in 

narratives of hermaphroditism, in the context of “doubtful sex.” The physician focuses as 

closely as he can on the sexual abnormality of his patient. Other factors would seem to be 

a distraction, and would hinder the physician’s secondary pursuit: the effort to determine 

a normal binary for sex through the body of the abnormal patient. Each part is tallied as 

part of the final determination of sex; Harris writes that “the conclusion I think, is forced 

upon us, that the female organs predominate,” and so seems to conclude that Ned’s “true 

sex” is female. 

This is in keeping with one type of pressure placed on physicians in cases of 

hermaphroditism, accounted for in the work of Dreger and Reis, where the determination 

of the patient’s true sex is seen as the final goal of the encounter. This pressure, again, 

was exerted in large part by the legal and social institutions that surrounded the patient 

and physician. The editors of the American Journal of the Medical Sciences provide this 

context explicitly in the addition they make to Harris’ case. As an epilogue or appendix to 

the case, they note the separate case of Levi Suydam, as reported by William James Barry 

in 1847. In this case, the physician was called to determine the sex of a man who had 

been “presented by the whigs of Salisbury, to the board of Selectmen, to be made a free 

man” and given the right to vote in a highly contested election (123). Barry writes, “I 

gave it as my opinion, that the person in question was a male citizen, and consequently 

entitled to all the privileges of a freeman,” and his judgment was confirmed by another 
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physician. Barry notes, “Suydam accordingly was admitted a freeman—voted—and the 

whig ticket carried by one majority!” (124). Subsequently, Barry learns more about the 

man’s menses, and changes his mind, but there is no indication that the vote was 

changed. In this case, the institutional effect of the physician’s professional opinion and 

authority is clear: rights are given, and an election result is changed, according to the 

physician’s reading of the patient’s body. The tallying and measuring of the patient’s 

male and female organs, bodily functions, and behaviors was therefore of the utmost 

importance. 

 

The Terrain of the Patient 

The normal is an incredibly powerful force in Harris’ text. Yet this is not the sole 

approach he takes to addressing the concept of hermaphroditism. There is a particularly 

noticeable shift in the way that Harris uses language in his description of the genital 

examination. This description makes up roughly a quarter of the narrative, a significant 

portion of the case. Harris begins his account of the examination with a description of the 

“external genital organs,” but quickly moves to examine the area below Ned’s penis, and 

between his thighs, briefly referencing to an effort to penetrate into Ned’s body:  

Immediately below it is a cleft or fissure running back as in the female 
organ, to the perineum, the sides of which are formed of thick folds of 
skin, resembling somewhat the scrotum, and shaded with long hair, 
representing tolerably well the external labia of the female. No testicles 
can be found. On separating the thighs the fissure is found to be from an 
inch to an inch and a half deep, smooth at the bottom and exactly in the 
situation of the vagina. The cavernous portions of the penis may be 
distinctly felt through the walls of the cavity near the bottom. The 
membrane lining it appears, in fact, to be only a continuation of the 
outward skin, but is more soft and delicate; without, however, any of the 
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characteristics of the vaginal mucous membrane. Pressing the finger on 
the bottom it yields so readily, as to induce the belief that there is a cavity 
within, the outlet to which is merely closed up by the skin or membrane 
stretched across the bottom of the fissure. (122) 

 
In this passage, there is only one clear, positive reference to Ned’s alignment with the 

norm, when Harris writes that “the cavernous portions of the penis may be distinctly 

felt.” This is similar to the rest of the narrative’s efforts to associate Ned with a concrete 

binary norm. The rest of the passage, however, although it depends on comparison to 

male and female genital norms, works to distance Ned’s body from the norm. Harris 

makes two negative references, first when he notes that that there are no testicles, and 

then when he writes that the membrane he finds has “none of the characteristics of the 

vaginal mucous membrane.” Even more significantly, Harris’ language repeatedly 

underscores the distance between appearance and reality. The first sentence is exemplary. 

Harris uses nouns that refer to desexed objects or unisex parts, such as “cleft or fissure,” 

“thick folds of skin,” and “long hair.” In his comparative phrases, he places more 

distance between these nouns and the binary sex to which they refer. The phrases 

“resembling somewhat” and “representing tolerably well” depend on words that 

emphasize the deceptiveness of appearance; one represents as a conscious effort, and the 

adverbs “somewhat” and “tolerably well” underscore the distance of appearance and 

reality. Even this distant comparison drops away in the final sentence of the description, 

where Harris makes no reference to sex; instead, there is only “the finger” of the 

physician, which is blocked from entering “a cavity.” 
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 The distance that Harris has from his patient in this passage is facilitated by his 

strict use of aperspectival objectivity.48 Whereas he allows for subjective statements 

elsewhere in the narrative, such as “I think” or “by his own imperfect account of it,” in 

the narration of the genital exam Harris is a ghostly observer, narrating the events of his 

examination at a curious remove. Harris relies on phrases that erase himself as a 

grammatical subject, even though he is still positioned as the actor of the sentence. These 

types of phrases repeat throughout his account. For example, Harris begins his 

description of Ned’s chest with the following sentence: “But on opening his vest and shirt 

bosom, there are presented two large and well developed protuberant mammae.” Harris’ 

description of Ned’s genitalia begins in a similar fashion: “On examining the external 

genital organs, which, by the way, are exhibited with marked reluctance, a strange and 

anomalous appearance is presented.” Midway through his description of the genital 

exam, Harris again uses this sentence structure: “On separating the thighs the fissure is 

found to be from an inch to an inch and a half deep” (122). The phrases “on opening,” 

“on examining,” and “on separating” are structured to avoid the first person. They elide 

the physician as a grammatical subject who does the opening, examining, and separating. 

Instead, the parts of Ned’s body are “presented” to the reader. Harris unseats himself as 

                                                 
48 Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison (2010) define this form of objectivity as “the ethos of the 
interchangeable and therefore featureless observer—unmarked by nationality, by sensory dullness or 
acuity, by training or tradition; by quirky apparatus, by colourful writing style, or by any other idiosyncracy 
that might interfere with the communication, comparison and accumulation of results” (609). This 
definition of objectivity became popular in western culture with the rise of communication between far-
flung individuals; without idiosyncrasy, scientific measurement and analysis was more easily 
communicated across national and linguistic boundaries. Nineteenth-century American medical 
practitioners sought for medicine to be considered a natural science, as part of their efforts at 
professionalization; medical publishing was increasing, and was designed to communicate at a distance. As 
a result, aperspectival objectivity gradually became the stylistic norm of American medical writing. This 
norm has been critiqued by feminist standpoint theorists, including Donna Haraway (1988) and Patricia 
Hill Collins (1990). 
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the subject of the sentence, and transforms himself into a direct object; “a strange and 

anomalous appearance is presented” to Harris, but Harris chooses not to include “me.”  

 Harris’ objective style does not always take this exact form, but he consistently 

aims for a similar effect. In the above description of the physical exam, Harris writes, 

“The cavernous portions of the penis may be distinctly felt through the walls of the cavity 

near the bottom… Pressing the finger on the bottom it yields so readily, as to induce the 

belief that there is a cavity within, the outlet of which is merely closed up by the skin or 

membrane stretched across the bottom of the fissure” (122). In this sentence, the reader is 

briefly introduced into the scene, through the phrase “may be felt.” The modal auxiliary 

verb “may” indicates the possibility that the reader would feel the same cavernous 

portions in Harris’ stead. The introduction of the reader would initially seem to 

personalize the scene. Harris also refers to “the finger,” which explicitly introduces his 

body into the text; the tactile nature of Harris’ exam forces a body-to-body connection. 

However, Harris continues to avoid the first person. When introducing the reader and 

himself into the scene, Ned’s body remains the primary focus of Harris’ language, and 

continues to be presented for the reader to see and understand. Even Harris’ statement 

that “it yields so readily as to induce the belief” uses a convoluted structure to avoid 

stating that it is Harris’ belief, or the reader’s. The belief is a free-floating thing, an 

objective conceit. Likewise, “the finger” divorces Harris’ finger from his body, much as 

Harris’ reference to Ned’s penis as “the penis” divorces Ned from the scene of his own 

examination. As Ned’s body becomes more and more distant from the normal, Harris 
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becomes less and less the narrator of the scene; this is, not coincidentally, the most 

intimate physical part of their encounter. 

 Harris’ objective manipulation of language exaggerates the presence of Ned’s 

body, to the point where Harris and the reader become ghostly explorers of the terrain of 

Ned’s body; the language of objectivity evokes this discovery of the unusual or 

previously unobserved. In his narrative of the genital examination, Harris begins with an 

initial discovery of the “cleft or fissure,” and then follows a path along this fissure, 

narrating what he discovers as he proceeds. The fissure itself serves as the structure of his 

narrative; it proceeds to its terminus at the perineum, and then is described in more detail 

in terms of texture and depth. At the close of his narrative of this terrain, Harris discovers 

what he believes is a cavity, but is prevented from further exploration. In this section of 

his case, Harris attempts to make sense of Ned’s genitals, in order to make some sort of 

determination about Ned’s sex. He uses comparisons to binary sexual markers at points 

during his exploration, but there is significant distance between these comparisons and 

the spatial descriptions he provides. In this passage, Harris seems curiously open to the 

possibility that the terrain he has encountered might be a new world. He makes little 

effort to fully resolve the parts of Ned’s genitalia into either male or female parts.  

Similar passages occur throughout the century in the case narrative literature on 

hermaphroditism. In an 1851 article titled “Report of a Case of Doubtful Sex,” William 

M. Broocks writes, “On passing through the nymphaea, the finger came in contact with 

the upper portion of the vagina, on which the distended bladder rested, and no further 

ingress to the finger forward was permitted. In the centre of the axis of the pelvis, the 
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finger was introduced, and then carried to the left side, and in this direction it was 

arrested” (57).49 Broocks’ account relies more heavily on “the finger” than Harris’ 

narrative, making his use of spatial, exploratory language even more noticeable; his 

finger passes, comes in contact, and is prevented from further progress. He explicitly 

locates the patient as female in his references to the nymphaea and the vagina, but then 

turns entirely to spatial terminology when describing the introduction, left turn, and arrest 

of the finger. In “Three Cases of Hypospadias in Which the Sex was Undeterminable 

Until Puberty,” published in 1890, L.H. Luce’s description of his examination of a 

patient’s genitals resembles that written by Harris, both in objective language and in use 

of spatial terminology. He writes that there is “a deep sulcus extending from the pubes to 

the perineum; in fact, occupying the place of the external organs of generation of the 

female.” He notes, “Posteriorly [this sulcus] terminates in a cul de sac, sufficiently deep 

to admit two fingers to the depth of two inches. Anteriorly was an abnormally-developed 

clitoris, two and one-half inches in length, having a glans and prepuce, but imperforate” 

(1017, emphasis original). Luce’s narrative is more decisive than Harris’ narrative in its 

comparisons to male or female types of organs, but he uses the term “sulcus” – more 

often used in descriptions of the brain – and “cul de sac.” His description, too, has the 

same exploratory qualities, in which fingers, seemingly separate from the physician, enter 

the undiscovered area of the body. 

In the closing section of his narrative, Harris concludes that Ned is female, 

although he puts this in vague terms: “In view of all the facts stated, the conclusion I 

think, is forced upon us, that the female organs predominate, or, in other words, that 
                                                 
49 Published in Boston Medical and Surgical Journal. 
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while the creature has only one of the organs of the male, and that an imperfect one, he 

has within the pelvis the interior genital apparatus of the female” (123). He takes Ned’s 

menstruation, the lack of male organs, and the resemblance of Ned’s organs to the female 

as evidence that Ned could be considered female. Yet he never makes this statement 

explicit. In his subsequent consideration of the questions raised by Ned’s sexual 

difference, he imagines a “new order of beings” who would differ from Ned in one 

particular: 

“In the absence of all information on the subject, it is fair to conclude, that 
no seminal discharge has, or ever will take place. Such a phenomenon as a 
regular menstrual discharge, and the immersion of semen masculinum, 
from the same set of organs, would place the creature in a new order of 
beings, with sexual endowments and faculties, but a little less remarkable 
than those ascribed to the fabled hermaphrodites. But whence comes this 
peculiar fluid? (123) 

 
Harris moves from Ned’s lack of ejaculate, to imagining a person who would both 

ejaculate and menstruate through the penis, then returns to considering Ned’s menses. 

The transitions are not clearly marked; the idea of a “new order of beings” catches 

Harris’ fancy strongly enough that he interrupts his discussion of his actual patient to 

address it. This is the fantasy of the true hermaphrodite, present even in a case where the 

patient’s “true sex” can be determined to adhere to the binary. Harris writes, “These are 

questions certainly of very little importance in a practical point of view; but relating as 

they do to the interesting science of physiology, are deemed not wholly unworthy the 

consideration of the learned” (123). Harris is careful to mark his description of the 

possible “new order of beings” from the “fabled hermaphrodites,” but his narrative 
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nevertheless demonstrates his pleasure in the possibility of scientific discovery. We are 

left with an impression of a man wishing for a “new order of beings.”  

 

Fantasy and Oppression in the Case Narrative 

Case narratives can be represented as exercises in narrative oppression. The case 

narrative positions the physician as the arbiter of what is salient information. The 

physician-author has control over the setting and population of the case; he limits his 

attention to the encounter, and then carefully selects the information and evidence that he 

includes. This combines with the implicit aim of the objective style of the case narrative, 

which is to transform the particular into the general by making the patient into the 

representative of a body of patients. This has the effect of suppressing the individuality of 

the patient. The case narrative is, as a genre, intended to reorganize the patient’s 

individual story into a series of standardized categories, removing the particular in favor 

of generalizable information. As Alice Dreger observes, too, the conclusions of the 

physician in a case of hermaphroditism often served as a speech act that could have very 

real effects on the patient’s ability to move freely within the institutions of society, and 

this speech act was reified by the publication of the case narrative. Finally, the case 

narrative represents the general medical belief that the patient must desire the “normal” 

body as an outcome of the encounter. The narrative’s aim, then, is the documentation of 

the abnormal body and the attempt to resolve that abnormality so that the patient can 

either be or approximate the “normal.” Lauren Berlant summarizes how the case’s 

imposition of a narrative onto the patient is an oppressive act. She writes that the expert 
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gathers the inchoate information provided by the patient and the patient’s body and uses 

the organizational power of the case narrative to make the individual into a normalized 

social entity (664). The event of the illness or condition is abnormal, “a perturbation in 

the normative,” but the narrative of the case controls and manages the event until it is 

again returned to a normative state (Berlant 670). Yet neither the case narrative nor the 

encounter between physician and hermaphroditic patient was this simple or unilateral, as 

close attention to Harris’ text shows. 

In one way, the language of case narratives of hermaphroditism adheres to this 

reading. The law continued to rely upon the sexual binary. By finding a way to diagnose 

seemingly hermaphroditic patients as one sex or the other – to return the abnormal 

hermaphrodite to sexual normality, in other words – physicians could establish 

themselves as authorities who could reify concepts of sexual difference through which 

the uneven distribution of rights and privileges would be determined. Hermaphroditism 

seemed to be a condition that physicians could contain within the formula and style of the 

case narrative. The patient typically was able to provide the information necessary, and 

the increasing acceptance of genital examination by physicians during the nineteenth 

century created a wealth of physical evidence. Physicians were increasingly certain that 

they could diagnose the “true” sex of the hermaphroditic patient, as well – even if it was 

“true hermaphroditism – meaning that they assumed that the narrative could reach the 

appropriate narrative resolution. In the cases I analyze, there are multiple markers of the 

power dynamics described above, present in the form, style, and assumptions of the 

physicians. Yet, as Harris’ work demonstrates, there was simultaneously a hope for a new 
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body and a new sexuality, even when it could only be phrased as a scientific speculation. 

Even into the late nineteenth century, physicians and medical theorists left the possibility 

of “true hermaphroditism” open, reluctant to rely solely on gonadal tissue for their 

determination. The hermaphrodite would not fully resolve into the sexual binary, and thus 

potentially could trouble the very hierarchies that it functioned to define and secure. This 

does necessarily negate the oppressive elements of the case narrative; however, it 

complicates the simple story told about hermaphroditic case narratives, where the 

physician determines the patient’s true sex and removes the possibility of sexual 

variation.  
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CHAPTER 5 

“REVERSIONS TO THE ANCESTRAL TYPE”: THE EVOLUTION OF 

INVERSION IN JAMES GEORGE KIERNAN’S “RESPONSIBILITY IN 

SEXUAL PERVERSION” 

 

James G. Kiernan was an eminent alienist, well-known and respected, but in his 

articles, lengthy quotations are interspersed with sentences or paragraphs that are almost 

hopelessly tangled. For example, in the middle of “Responsibility in Sexual Perversion,” 

his 1892 article for the Chicago Medical Recorder, Kiernan writes:  

The persistence of this psychological element [the boy desiring men as a 
woman would] indicates that it must have been acquired early, since the 
original bisexuality of the ancestors of the race shown in the rudimentary 
female organs of the male could not fail to occasion functional if not 
organic reversions when mental or physical manifestations were interfered 
with by disease or congenital defect.  It seems certain that a femininely 
functionating brain can occupy a male body and vice versa. Males may be 
born with female external genitals and vice versa. The lowest animals are 
bisexual and the various types of hermaphrodism are more or less 
complete reversions to the ancestral type. That the femininely 
functionating brain alone should be developed at times with its psychical 
phenomena is to be expected. (194-195). 
 

Kiernan’s logic is somewhat difficult to parse, but it is worthy the effort for the 

assumptions it reveals in late-nineteenth-century sexological writing. Our earliest 

ancestors, “the lowest animals,” were bisexual (both male and female). We can see 

evidence of this ancestry in “the rudimentary female organs of the male.” It is possible 

that we could revert to this “ancestral type.” This reversion can be seen in people who 

have the mind of one sex and the body of another. It can be caused by “disease or 

congenital defect,” allowing for the possibility that it is a natural reversion. In this tangle 
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of sentences, Kiernan establishes that desire and the sex role are primarily in the mind, 

that the mind is as sexed as the body, and that both desire and gendered behavior that 

does not cohere with one’s apparent sex is evidence of an evolutionary regression to a 

hermaphroditic state. 

In this passage, Kiernan establishes only one particular type of same-sex sexual 

perversion as congenital. He does so by reestablishing the primacy of opposite-sex desire. 

Same-sex sexual desire could not actually be congenital, for only opposite-sex desire was 

natural and normal. Kiernan had to assume, therefore, that someone who naturally 

behaved differently was simply manifesting the natural in a pathological way. To put it 

more simply: a man who desired other men must have a woman’s brain in order for his 

desires and behaviors to be natural. This kind of logic, which was near-universal at the 

end of the nineteenth century, resulted in the conflation of same-sex desire, cross-sex 

identification, and cross-gender behavior. All of these were grouped under the single 

header of “sexual inversion.” As George Chauncey writes: 

Sexual inversion, the term used most frequently in the nineteenth century, 
did not denote the same conceptual phenomenon as homosexuality. 
‘Sexual inversion’ referred to a broad range of deviant gender behavior, of 
which homosexual desire was only a logical but indistinct aspect… The 
differentiation of homosexual desire from ‘deviant’ gender behavior at the 
turn of the century reflects a major reconceptualization of the nature of 
human sexuality, its relation to gender, and its role in one’s social 
definition. (116) 
 

Sexual inversion is a forebear of homosexuality, in other words, but is far from the same. 

It was not about object choice, but about the desiring individual’s complete inversion of 

their sexual role. The theory of congenital sexual inversion in the late nineteenth century 

was therefore built out of theories of hermaphroditism. Appropriately, sexologists like 
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Kiernan turned to the hermaphroditic “ancestral type” to explain how these 

hermaphroditic inverts came to be. 

Most histories of sexuality provide a broad overview of the sexological texts 

produced in the late nineteenth century. Historians of sexuality often cite quotations from 

sexological articles and books, and include an even broader range of texts in footnotes or 

endnotes, but these references are typically used in support of broader summaries of the 

field of sexology. This is not to accuse historians of painting with too broad a brush, as 

this approach is important and effective in constructing the history of the sexological 

field of study. However, it has the unfortunate side effect of flattening the discussions 

that went on during the period, particularly in American studies of sexology. Kiernan, for 

example, is often described as a someone who upheld a particularly moral and 

judgmental view of inversion, as when Jennifer Terry describes his writing as 

exemplifying “the typically punitive attitude common among American physicians 

writing on the subject [of inversion] in the late nineteenth century” (81). While Kiernan’s 

writing borrows heavily from theories of degeneration, which has a profoundly negative 

view of inversion, this still simplifies the complicated relationship that Kiernan had with 

the treatment of and legal ramifications for sexual perversion.50 In many of the other 

scholarly works on the history of sexology, however, American writing is relegated only 

to the footnotes, eliding the peculiarities of their contributions.  

                                                 
50 Kiernan’s writing on sexual inversion occurs in multiple types of articles. When his texts are referenced 
in passing or in footnotes, it tends to equate his reviews in the Urologic and Cutaneous Review—which 
were meant to be summaries of current work in the field with limited commentary—and more complex 
articles like “Responsibility in Sexual Perversion.” 
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In this chapter, I focus on Kiernan’s “Responsibility in Sexual Perversion” to 

address this gap in the scholarship. This article is understandably one of the most cited 

texts in late-nineteenth-century American sexological writing, both at the turn of the 

century and in more recent historical scholarship. “Responsibility in Sexual Perversion” 

builds on previous authors’ theorizations of hermaphroditic evolution in order to build the 

case that there is congenital sexual inversion, and that this inversion is the result of 

evolutionary causes. Kiernan describes congenital inverts as having bodies that were 

literally hermaphroditic; this is, in his logic, because they were arrested at an earlier stage 

of development than people with “normal” desires and behaviors. I begin by exploring 

Kiernan’s taxonomy of sexual inversion, which establishes a firm link between sexual 

inversion and hermaphroditism. I then turn to Kiernan’s use of evolution to explain this 

hermaphroditic invert, particularly his use of the evolutionary concept of recapitulation to 

explain and justify congenital “reversions to the ancestral type.” This leads me to my 

final point, which is how the fantasy of recapitulation ties together the sexual invert and 

the “savage.” The figure of the primitive—and the racial anxieties it provoked—was 

essential to constructing the fantasy of the congenital invert as an evolutionary 

hermaphrodite. 

 

The Invention of the Hermaphroditic Invert. 

The invert was, at the turn of the century, a new and exciting category of person 

for sexologists. The first volume of Michel Foucault’s History of Sexuality establishes the 

invention of the invert, and the broader social impact this invention had.  Foucault points 
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out that there was a discursive explosion around the subject of sexual perversion in the 

nineteenth century, with hundreds of medical and legal texts on the subject.  He writes, 

“Modern societies... dedicated themselves to speaking of [sex] ad infinitum, while 

exploiting it as the secret” (35). These medical and legal conversations advanced the idea 

that sexual desires were concealed, but should be confessed and explored. Pages upon 

pages were devoted to these supposedly secretive desires, and careers were made on the 

subject. Sexuality was reimagined as an internal, physical truth, which could be 

supervised and studied by scientific and juridicolegal disciplines. Because of this link 

between sexuality and truth, Foucault argues, sexuality became inherent to the individual, 

a part of his essential being that was considered separately from his acts. Foucault links 

this to the origins of homosexual identity. In one of his most frequently cited passages, 

Foucault writes that in the late nineteenth century, “Homosexuality appeared as one of 

the forms of sexuality when it was transposed from the practice of sodomy onto a kind of 

interior androgyny, a hermaphrodism of the soul. The sodomite had been a temporary 

aberration; the homosexual was now a species” (43).  The subject’s sexual desires, 

Foucault argues, were made physically manifest, and confessed as a symptom of the 

essential, organic self. 

In this argument, Foucault glosses the transition that Chauncey describes from 

“sexual inversion” to “homosexuality,” eliding the “hermaphrodism” in the 

“hermaphrodism of the soul.” Sexologists’ views of sexual inversion emerged and drew 

from the work that physicians did on the subject of hermaphroditism. In nineteenth- and 

early twentieth-century sexology, as with other scientific disciplines, there was a 
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significant somatic bias that leads to the connection of hermaphroditism and sexual 

inversion. Sexologists focused on the body as the cause of sexual desire, and tended to 

think of the mind as physically manifesting its difference.51 As Cynthia Eagle Russett 

observes, in the late nineteenth century, scientists and medical men believed that “real 

knowledge about individuals could come only through their bodies” (48).52 This somatic 

bias was carried into studies that focused specifically on the mind and on desire. 

Sexologists sought to identify and categorize normal and abnormal sexuality, and they 

located much of this work in the physical body. Abnormal desire, in other words, was a 

psychopathology that was understood in somatic terms. Sexologists treated the bodies of 

patients “as sources of evidence of perversion by studying their structural characteristics, 

motions, and habits” (Terry 41). They saw the manifestation of inversion not only in 

deviant gender behavior, but in deviant physical characteristics.  Sexual inversion 

                                                 
51 In this chapter, I discuss a work of “sexology,” written by a man I call a “sexologist.” This implies that 
there was a coherent discipline of sexology, which was not the case. Sexology was not considered its own 
discipline in the late nineteenth century, at least in terms of academic titles and methods. The term 
“sexology” was coined in 1867 by Elizabeth Osgood Goodrich Willard in Sexology as the Philosophy of 
Life, where she “explained the laws of sex” and took as her object “the revolution and reform of society in 
conformity with natural sexual law, giving woman her true place in governmental orders” (3). Willard’s 
work was focused on a feminist argument for women’s equality, rather than taking an explicitly or 
canonically scientific stance, and “sexology” would not become part of the scientific and medical parlance 
until much later in the century. While many authors studied the subject of human sexuality, sometimes to 
the exclusion of other subjects, they were not trained as sexologists and did not take positions in sexology. 
They might have agreed that their work would be categorized as sexology, as the word existed and was in 
use at the time, but they typically would not use the term to refer to their discipline. My use of the term 
“sexology” is meant to be shorthand for a type of sexual science that emerged during the Enlightenment, 
and which gradually became a subject matter that crossed several major disciplines. It groups together a 
body of scholarly authors, primarily psychologists and physicians, all of whom took human sexuality as 
their primary subject of study. These were writers who build their reputations on the documentation and 
understanding of desire and intercourse. This, rather than shared training or publication venues, is their 
uniting factor. 
 
52 Jacyna (1982) outlines a concise history of the somatic tendency in British medicine, which can be 
extended to both American and sexological contexts. See also Barrios (1996), who writes “A salient 
difference between pre- and post-1900 [descriptive psychopathology] is that physical (somatic) signs 
played a far more important role in the former” (21).  
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depended on the idea that an individual’s desires were intimately tied to their body. This 

had the additional benefit of reinforcing that it was under the purview of these experts on 

the human body, rather than religious or legal authorities (Chauncey 129).53 

 Havelock Ellis’ Psychology of Sex, which condenses Ellis’ enormously influential 

Studies in the Psychology of Sex, offers a useful illustration of late-nineteenth and early-

twentieth century sexological thought on same-sex desire, and will help to clarify the 

sometimes-confusing terminology in this chapter.54 In the fifth chapter of the book, Ellis 

summarizes his work on same-sex desire. He begins by introducing terminology and the 

definition of homosexual identity: 

When the sexual impulse is directed towards persons of the same sex we 
are in the presence of an aberration variously known as “sexual inversion,” 
“contrary sexual feeling,” “uranism,” or, more generally, 
“homosexuality,” as opposed to normal heterosexuality. “Homosexuality” 
is the best general term for all forms of the anomaly, in distinction from 
normal heterosexuality, while “sexual inversion” is best reserved for 
apparently congenital and fixed forms. (188) 
 

As Ellis’ brief overview of terms at the beginning of the paragraph suggests, there was 

initially little agreement on terminology among sexological authors. This was particularly 

true in the nineteenth century, when sexological discourse was in its infancy. “Contrary 

sexual feeling,” for example, was Karl Westphal’s 1870 phrase for a psychiatric disorder 

centered on same-sex desire, and the term “urning” is from Karl Heinrich Ulrichs’ 1864 

The Riddle of Man-Man Love. Ellis standardizes the terminology by identifying two 
                                                 
53 This somatic bias is intimately connected with the continued professionalization of medicine, especially 
the professionalization of the nascent specialty of psychology. For more on this specialization, see Noll 
(2011), Hale (1971), and Shorter (1997). 
 
54 I cite Psychology of Sex, which was published in 1933, in large part because of the simplification of the 
language. The text relies heavily on the concepts in Studies in the Psychology of Sex. The latter was 
published in six volumes between 1897 and 1928. The second volume, which deals with sexual inversion at 
the greatest length, was published in 1913. 
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essential terms: “homosexuality,” which refers to same-sex desire, and “sexual 

inversion,” which refers to an identity built around same-sex desire that is present from 

birth. While many people could experience homosexual desires, a smaller subset were 

congenitally disposed to same-sex desire. The latter group of people, who experienced 

“sexual inversion,” were inherently hermaphroditic from birth.  

This last assertion requires some clarification, as typically the “sexual invert” is 

read and written about as a prototypical homosexual, rather than as a hermaphrodite. Ellis 

himself establishes the connection between inversion and hermaphroditism in his chapter. 

Ellis writes, “When we deal with homosexuality we are still in the intersexual sphere,” 

although he clarifies that the intersexuality of those with same-sex desires is psychic—

and therefore difficult to trace—rather than written on the surfaces of the body. He 

acknowledges that “It may seem hazardous to assert that every individual is made up of 

mixed masculine and feminine elements, variously combined, and that the male invert is 

a person with an unusual proportion of female elements, the female invert a person with 

an unusual proportion of male elements.” However, he goes on to assert that when 

“occasional homosexuality” is removed from consideration, then viewing inversion as a 

“congenital abnormality” makes good sense (196).  Kiernan’s “Responsibility in Sexual 

Perversion” illustrates this rather beautifully; he is the first American author to use the 

term “homosexuality” in publication, but he defines it as “a general mental state of the 

opposite sex [to one’s own]” (199).55 

                                                 
55 This article is also the first American article to reference “heterosexuality,” but Kiernan defines this as 
“psychical hermaphroditism,” or the possession of a mind that is both sexes and therefore desires both men 
and women. See Katz (1995) for more on the invention and reinvention of heterosexuality as a concept and 
term. 
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George Lydston’s comment in an 1890 article for the Western Medical Reporter 

titled “Sexual Perversion, Satyriasis, and Nymphomania” can be taken as emblematic of 

much other work in American sexology, and makes clear the literalization of sexual 

inversion as a physical hermaphroditic phenomenon. He writes: 

It is often difficult to draw the line of demarcation between physical and 
moral perversion. Indeed, the one is so often dependent upon the other that 
it is doubtful whether it were wise to attempt the distinction in many 
instances. But this does not affect the cogency of the argument that the 
sexual pervert is generally a physical aberration—a lusus naturae. (253) 
 

In Lydston’s view, there is almost no reason to distinguish the moral from the physical; 

they are distinct, but interdependent to the degree that the causal agent cannot be 

determined. Lydston is then even more emphatic, stating that the sexual pervert is a lusus 

naturae, a freak of nature, which associates perversion very firmly with the physicality of 

the monster. He continues: 

The cases of imperfect or aberrant sexual differentiation included under 
the head of sexual perversion, are obviously more difficult to study than 
those in which the aberration is of a purely physical character… It is not 
only charity, but a sense of justice and a desire to lessen the stigma upon 
human nature, that impels me to include cases of sexual perversion under 
the head of aberrant sexual differentiation, and to attribute the condition to 
perverted or imperfect evolutionary development on the one hand, and a 
reversal of type on the other. (128). 
 

Lydston describes sexual perversion—by which he meant inversion—as “imperfect or 

aberrant sexual differentiation,” calling on the existing language of “purely physical” 

hermaphroditism. He then states that the origins of sexual inversion are located somehow 

in the evolution of the human body, underscoring the physical quality of sexual 

perversion.  This is, as his comment about “justice” implies, is meant to be a way of 

understanding and not condemning the sexual pervert.  As Vernon Rosario notes, 
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sexological writers “desperately searched for or simply assumed a variety of anatomical, 

psychological, neurological, and hormonal hermaphroditic traits in the invert”; this search 

was intended to find a way out of responsibility for those who were congenitally inverted 

(Homosexuality and Science).  

 

Kiernan’s Bisexual Invert 

James G. Kiernan was enormously influential in American sexology, and 

continues to play a role in current scholarship on the history of homosexuality. This was 

not least because of his qualifications. Kiernan earned his medical degree in 1874, and 

shortly after graduation, he took a position as the assistant physician for the Ward’s 

Island Hospital (later the New York State Insane Hospital) and became an officer of the 

New York Neurological Society. After leaving Ward’s, he became the superintendent for 

the Cook County Hospital for the Insane in New York. Early in his career, he was chosen 

as an expert witness for the defense in the trial of Charles J. Guiteau, a distinction that 

established Kiernan as a nationally-known specialist in criminal insanity and deviance.  

After moving to Chicago, Kiernan served as a professor at various institutions, most 

notably as a professor of forensic psychiatry at the Kent College of Law from 1890 to 

1902; he also was a fellow of the Chicago Academy of Medicine and an honorary 

member of the Chicago Neurological Society. While he was considered by some to be an 

iconoclast, repeatedly critiquing the established leadership of asylums, he was 

nevertheless considered an important figure among his peers, and received more respect 

than other writers on the subject of sexuality.  
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Kiernan was a prolific author, and published many articles on pathological 

sexuality, including titles like “Human Bisexuality” and “Psychological Aspects of the 

Sexual Appetite.” As the author of a long-running monthly “Sexology” series in the 

Urologic and Cutaneous Review, Kiernan regularly summarized contemporary research 

on sexuality. He maintained an intellectual friendship with Havelock Ellis, who was a 

towering figure in late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century sexuality studies. Both 

Ellis and Richard von Krafft-Ebing cited Kiernan’s writing in their most famous 

publications, a rare honor for an American practitioner. Most significantly for this 

chapter, he was responsible for much of the American theorization of perversion; other 

American authors typically followed his lead, with small deviations. Kiernan primarily 

focused on issues of responsibility and insanity when discussing sexuality. One of his 

central questions was when an individual’s sexual deviation could be considered a choice 

or the result of a biological difference. He took a fairly progressive stance for the time, 

writing that true psychical hermaphroditism was physically located, and that it therefore 

could not be considered the responsibility or “fault” of the psychical hermaphrodite 

himself.  

In “Responsibility in Sexual Perversion,” Kiernan endeavors to show that sexual 

deviance may be rooted in the individual’s evolutionary advancement or regression; 

regression would impede the individual’s ability to make a rational, free choice about 

their sexual behavior. If the individual’s sexual deviance is rooted in his evolution, then 

his acts of criminal sexuality could not have been controlled, and should therefore be 

subject to different forms of institutional control. This is one reason why the article is so 
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commonly cited in current scholarship on sexuality: Kiernan’s argument clearly relates to 

contemporary discussions about the “naturalness” of queer sexuality. What historians 

tend not to acknowledge is that Kiernan represented the progressive edge of the study of 

deviant sexuality in the late nineteenth century. As I have said, he is often identified as a 

representative of the degeneration theory of homosexuality, and his moralizing 

statements on the subject of deviance are the most often cited in the scholarly literature. 

Part of why this one-note depiction of Kiernan’s thought has continued is because none 

of his articles have been examined in depth. Although his work is cited repeatedly, very 

few scholars have demonstrated extensive familiarity with his publishing history or with 

the content of his articles. 

 

Taxonomizing Hermaphroditisms 

At the beginning of the article, Kiernan writes, “There can be no legal 

responsibility where free determination of the will is impaired.”  This statement raises an 

immediate reaction from an imagined group of skeptical readers: “The need of such a test 

in sexual perversion will seem strange to most American physicians and lawyers,” 

Kiernan writes, as they have “a tendency to regard sexual perversion as a purely morbid 

phenomenon.” Kiernan does not scold these readers for their skepticism, as he says that 

Anglo-Saxons have long abhorred same-sex sexual activity and cross-gender behaviors, 

but he notes that “this abhorrence is not so marked among Continental European and 

Asiatic peoples” (185). Kiernan then emphasizes this cultural difference through a 

lengthy description of the roles that same-sex sexuality, cross-gendered behavior, and 
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cross-sex identification play in Native American tribes, specifically citing the figures of 

the mujerado, the bote, and the berdach.56   These identities prompt his return to the 

question of responsibility in sexual perversion. “The fact that ‘bote’ assumes the feminine 

dress ere puberty suggests a congenital element,” Kiernan writes, and this congenital type 

indicates “a greater complexity in the sexual appetite than is usually suspected” (188). If 

a child demonstrates “perverse” behaviors, then that perversity is congenital; if it is 

congenital, it must be the result of impaired will, and therefore becomes a question of 

legal responsibility.  

Kiernan’s subsequent efforts at creating a taxonomy establishes that there are 

different types of sexual perversion, leading to different levels of responsibility. Only 

congenital psychical hermaphrodites or inverts would be considered completely without 

responsibility. Kiernan establishes this by setting up clear categories of sexual perversion, 

some of which are located within the body. Kiernan, like many theorists of sexuality—

and like physicians discussing hermaphroditism before—carefully outlines his taxonomy. 

By understanding this taxonomy, we can better understand both Kiernan’s view of 

perversion and what he means by hermaphroditism. The sheer volume of perversions 

required a taxonomy; as Kiernan writes, “Sexual perversions being multiform, 

classification for clinical forensic reasons becomes necessary” (197). While he is careful 

not to take responsibility for the multiformity—writing as a discoverer, rather than an 

inventor—the classifications that Kiernan goes on to cite were part of the production of 

new sexualities, by attributing existing identities to a broader cause or physical structure 

                                                 
56 For more about Native American and indigenous sexualities, see Blackwood (1984), Jacobs, Thomas, 
and Lang (1998), Longman (2002), and Roscoe (1998). 
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that would, in turn, be linked to new identities. In these classifications, we can see that 

the researchers were interested first in considering the cause of sexual perversion, and 

second in understanding sexual perversion as a complicated, sometimes physical 

phenomenon. Kiernan begins by citing his own system, originally published in 1884:  

First: Those which originate in imperative conceptions. Second: Those due 
to congenital defect. Third: Those which are incident to insanity, periods 
of involution, or to neurotic states. Finally, those which result from vice... 
Those who have a neuropathic diathesis and whose sexual functions are 
not normally performed: Those who from birth are normal: Finally the 
mixed cases. (197)57 

 
Kiernan’s focus on the causes of perversion is clear. There are three broad organizing 

categories: mental illness, vice, and nature. Mental illness includes “imperative 

conceptions,” or obsessive thoughts, and “insanity, periods of involution, [and] neurotic 

states.” These mental illnesses have their own causes, but here produce sexual perversion 

as a symptom. The second category is vice, which includes conditions related to heredity; 

for example, Kiernan cites “neuropathic diathesis,” referring to a pathology inherited 

from a degenerate ancestor who used toxins such as alcohol.58 Finally, Kiernan points to 

a third category, “congenital defect,” which is meant to indicate inborn conditions, 

including congenital sexual inversion. In this taxonomy, the sexual invert is essentially 

disabled by his hermaphroditism, absolving him of responsibility. This taxonomy, and 

particularly Kiernan’s emphasis on congenital causes, illuminates his statement on the 

previous page—a statement that he deems worthy of standing alone in its own 

                                                 
57 See Kiernan, “Insanity—Lecture XXVI.—Sexual Perversion” (1884). 
 
58 “Imperative conceptions” was a phrase associated with late-nineteenth-century psychology, and was used 
within Kiernan’s circle of colleagues, including Edward Spitzka. For more on “neuropathic diathesis,” see 
Weckowicz and Liebel-Weckowicz (1990).  
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paragraph—that “There are also true psychical hermaphrodites” (196). This phrasing, 

which echoes the phrasing of previous physicians who sought to determine “true 

hermaphroditism,” suggests that there may be a kind of hermaphroditism of the mind, a 

person who is physically hermaphroditic due to natural causes, and who therefore 

embodies a true blend of male and female through no responsibility of their own. 

 This idea—that there is a distinct category of person who is “born this way,” and 

therefore has no control over their deviation—is echoed in the other taxonomies that 

Kiernan cites. He follows his own classification system with the taxonomies of two other 

authors, American neurologist George Frank Lydston and Austro-German psychiatrist 

Richard von Krafft-Ebing. Kiernan thereby demonstrates that his work is in line with 

other authors of the time, who were equally insistent on establishing the congenital nature 

of sexual desire. In the selection Kiernan cites, Lydston separates his categories into two 

types, “congenital and perhaps hereditary sexual perversion” and “acquired sexual 

perversion.” In his description of acquired sexual perversion, he focuses on cause; it 

includes sexual perversions caused by pregnancy, insanity, vice, and “over-stimulation.” 

In his categorization of congenital sexual perversion, however, he focuses on 

accompaniment: sexual perversion without genital defect, with genital defect, and with 

cerebral defect. Lydston, even more than Kiernan, sees some sexual perversions without 

individual cause; he does not go into the possible hereditary or fetal causes of congenital 

sexual perversion, but concentrates only on the signs that accompany it.  
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After his brief citation of Lydston, Kiernan cites a taxonomy from Richard von 

Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis at length.59 This version of Krafft-Ebing’s 

taxonomy has a similar division of those in Lydston and Kiernan’s. Some sexual 

perversions are identified as the result of “Paraesthetic Neuroses,” or a response to the 

overexcitation of nerves; these essentially are perversions caused by a numbness in the 

person’s normal sexual experience. However, in a category labeled “Sexual perversion 

proper,” Krafft-Ebing includes “Psychical hermaphroditism or heterosexuals; Pure 

homosexuals; Effemination or viragininity; Gyanandry and androgyny” (qtd 198). All of 

these meld two sexes into a single individual. In a footnote, Kiernan clarifies that “pure 

homosexuals” have “the general mental state…of the opposite sex,” and that in 

“gynandry and androgyny” “the mental state of one sex coexists with the physical 

attributes of the other” (199). What these classificatory schemes come back to is that 

there are some—particularly those who have same-sex attraction—who are not 

responsible for their perversions, who do not have any vices or co-occurring illnesses that 

could have caused their perversion. They are, by all accounts, normal, save for their 

perverted desires. This again raises the crucial question of how the sexual invert was a 

product of natural evolution. 

 

Recapitulation, Arrest, and Regression 

American sexologists turned to the theory of evolutionary recapitulation to answer 

this question. The influence of the concept of degeneration on theories of sexual 

                                                 
59 It is worth noting that Kiernan cited an unpublished translation of the text, and historians have been 
unable to find any corroborating source reflecting this citation, suggesting that some of the text may be 
original to Kiernan. See Katz (1995). 
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inversion has been treated at some length in histories of sexuality, but few have explored 

the role that the theory of recapitulation played. Sexological theorists relied on the logic 

of recapitulation to determine the causes of the sexual invert’s hermaphroditism. Jay 

Hatheway alludes to the subject of recapitulation in his discussion of degeneration in 

Gilded Age theories of sexual inversion, but does not address it at any length. Vernon 

Rosario, in his history of what is currently termed intersexuality or differences in sexual 

development, cites the use of the term “intersexual” as a synonym for “psychosexual 

hermaphroditism” or “sexual inversion,” and cites Edward I.P. Stevenson, writing that 

Stevenson “relied on biological models of bisexual embryological development to argue 

that ‘similisexual individuals’ belonged to a ‘series of originally intermediary sexes—the 

so called intersexual theory—rather than mere aberrations, degeneracies, psychic 

tangents, from the male and female’” (266). Yet the theory of evolutionary recapitulation 

was more essential to late nineteenth century fantasies of the hermaphroditic invert than 

this limited treatment suggests. 

Recapitulation was first popularized in the mid-nineteenth century and only fell 

out of favor toward the turn of the century. Ernst Haeckel was the first major proponent 

of the theory, and popularized it in his Generelle Morphologie der Organismen, 

published in 1866, where he stated clearly that “Ontogeny is nothing other than a short 

recapitulation of phylogeny” (qtd Richards 148). Ontogeny is the development of an 

individual organism or individual organism’s characteristic from its earliest to most 

mature stages. Phylogeny is the evolutionary development of a species or species’ 

characteristic from earliest to latest stages. The ontogenetic-phylogenetic narrative tells 
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us that the development of an individual organism mimics the evolutionary descent of 

that form. The basic narrative upon which this was built was the evolution from lower to 

higher orders of animals. Lower animals are the precursors to higher forms of life. As the 

language of higher and lower implies, this was a hierarchical framework, where progress 

was made toward man as its endpoint. It has the effect of linking man to the lower orders, 

such as amoebae, birds, and apes, but it maintains man’s position as the most advanced 

form of life.  

This basic narrative was recapitulated in the individual organism of man. That is, 

humans were understood to recapitulate the entire arc of their evolution during their fetal 

and infant years; they evolved from an amoeba-like form, to a less-complex animal form, 

to a complex animal form, to a state of primitive human development, and finally to a 

civilized human form.60  All human beings went through this process. In normal 

development, the process was uninterrupted and resulted in a fully-realized, fully-evolved 

individual. However, Haeckel’s theory was expanded beyond the individual’s evolution. 

It was also analogically established in discussions of social evolution. This was because 

modern society was itself viewed as an organic individual entity. As Daniela Barberis 

writes, “Society was… a natural product, like a plant or an organism, which was born, 

grew and developed by virtue of an internal necessity.” This analogy meant that both 

animal organisms and societies developed similarly, as “in the same way that an 

organism was more than a simple cell conglomerate, a society was more than a simple 

grouping of individuals. (56-57). As the result of the analogical relationship between 

                                                 
60 Bederman (1995) discusses G. Stanley Hall’s use of recapitulation in his suggestions for child-rearing 
practices. 
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society and man, there could be an analogical relationship between the evolution of 

society and the evolution of man. There were lower, primitive societies that served as an 

evolutionary origin point, and higher, civilized societies that represented the endpoint of 

evolution. As Thomas Fallace observes, “Recapitulation theory placed all of the world’s 

societies on a single continuum of cultural development leading through the stages of 

savagery, barbarianism, and civilization, and then coordinated these sociological stages 

with the psychological stages of human development” (512). The savage was akin to a 

zygote, which was akin to the simplest amoeba; this magical thinking allowed for white, 

civilized men to remain at the top of every evolutionary hierarchy. 

Yet the position of white men at the pinnacle of evolutionary narratives was not 

stable or steady. The possibility of either arrest or regression were embedded in the 

concept of recapitulation. As Kiernan wrote, if every individual and society develops by 

going through their evolutionary history, then it stands to reason that their development—

whether individual or societal—might either stop or “revert.” Especially in the context of 

industrialization, there would be no pressure on individuals to compete for survival, 

resulting in evolutionary arrest or regression. That is, as William Greenslade observes, in 

a society where industrialized citizens were not pressured into competition to survive, 

“organisms actually made themselves ‘fitter’ by seeking out a lower and more 

degenerated level of existence” (29). In Kiernan’s view, the hermaphroditic sexual invert 

was a regression to an earlier evolutionary stage. 
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 There were two strains of thought on the causes of sexual inversion, one more 

scathing than the other. 61 Degeneration theory, popular from the mid- to late-nineteenth 

century, condemned psychical hermaphroditism as the result of immoral thought and 

behavior. Degeneration theory was originated by the French psychiatrist Bénédicte Morel 

to indicate a morbid deviation from a perfect primitive type. Theorists who adhered to 

degeneration theory stressed Lamarckian interpretations of psychical hermaphroditism, 

and saw ancestral and individual immorality as producing and exaggerating atavistic 

arrest. Degeneration theory was particularly appealing to American sexologists because 

of its emphasis on individual willpower and the self-made man (Terry 79). However, in 

the dominant literature at the end of the century, a shift to a more naturalist view took 

place. This interpretive view placed significantly less emphasis on the behavior of the 

individual, and much more on the natural occurrence of physical deviance. In cases of 

true psychical hermaphroditism, in whom deviant sexual behavior was apparently 

inherent—cases of Foucault’s “hermaphrodism of the soul”—sexologists especially 

emphasized the role of recapitulating evolutionary development, the psychical 

hermaphrodite’s echoing of previous stages of evolution. This development can be seen 

in Kiernan’s work; the invert is a regression, but his regression is not the result of his own 

vice, and is to be pitied more than condemned.  

In James Kiernan’s work, there are two connections between the sex and sexuality 

of lower organisms and the sex and sexuality of humans. First, Kiernan sees similarities 

between the reproduction of single-celled organisms and the sexual desires of human 

                                                 
61 Unsurprisingly, when authors portrayed inversion as a positive natural deviation in western sexological 
literature, it was in works written by people who identified as inverts or psychical hermaphrodites. See, for 
example, Magnus Hirschfeld or John Addington Symonds. 



115 
 

beings; the hunger of human beings for sex has its origins in “protoplasmic hunger.” 

Second, Kiernan describes the sexual development of humans as parallel to the sexual 

development of invertebrates. By making these two connections, Kiernan accomplishes 

several of his narrative purposes. He establishes that all living organisms—even ones as 

disconnected as amoeba and humans—are united in their resemblances to one another. 

Yet Kiernan’s primary aim in creating this sweeping connection between lower 

organisms and humans is not to explain procreative sexuality, even though he touches on 

it in passing. Rather, he intends to create a connection between the sexual pervert, 

specifically the psychical hermaphrodite, and lower, less-developed organisms. The 

sexual pervert both proves that all living organisms are interrelated, but also that there is 

a hierarchy of development and behavior that positions some people as returning to the 

state of lower organisms. This explains the connection of the sexual invert with the 

phenomenon of hermaphroditism.  

The connection between single-celled organisms and human sexual desire was 

first established in the work of Shobal Vail Clevenger, a physician who specialized in 

nervous and mental diseases. Clevenger wrote two significant texts on the biological 

foundations of human psychology, publishing Comparative Physiology and Psychology 

in 1885 and The Evolution of Man and His Mind in 1903. In research on the subject of 

sexuality, however, his most cited work was “Hunger the Primitive Desire,” a one-page 

article published in 1881. In this article, Clevenger posits that human sexual reproduction 

and desire have their roots in “protoplasmic hunger.” He cites the arguments of 

naturalists that single-celled organisms reproduce after a process of “cannibalism,” where 



116 
 

one organism absorbed another. In this microscopic interaction, Clevenger argues, we can 

see the origins of both hunger for food and hunger for sexual reproduction. In a later 

issue of the same journal, E.C. Spitzka responds to Clevenger’s article, writing that the 

observations of alienists served to confirm Clevenger’s theory. Subsequent work, 

including Kiernan’s, extended Clevenger’s connection between protoplasmic hunger and 

sexual desire past those sexual behaviors that involved explicit consumption.  

In a single paragraph, Kiernan radically expands the scope of the narrative. He 

begins by stating, “As I have elsewhere shown, from this protoplasmic hunger developed 

some of the higher attributes of man” (189). There is no metaphorical language 

conditioning this statement; Kiernan is indicating a direct causal relationship between 

humans and protoplasm, at least on the level of hunger and desire. He establishes this 

relationship in order to explain why some human beings would be irresponsible, in a way 

that maintains the hierarchy of the irresponsible and responsible. He therefore centers the 

role of self-control across the hierarchy of animal life:  

Development of a complex mental state tends to inhibit a simple explosive 
propensity in accordance with the well known law of evolution from the 
simple homogeneous to the complex heterogeneous, with a loss of force. 
As Meynert has shown, the fore-brain is an inhibitory apparatus against 
the lower and more instinctive natural impulses. The higher its 
development, the greater is the tendency to subordinate the particular to 
the general. (189) 

 
The amoeba is simple and “explosive,” taking actions automatically; by contrast, more 

complex animals lack the same force, allowing them to consider their actions and 

potentially restrain themselves. The protoplasmic organism’s hunger is coextensive with 

its existence. To hunger is to eat. Human beings, by contrast, have a forebrain that allow 
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them to control the “lower and more instinctive natural impulses.” This makes a crucial 

connection between the “lower” and the “instinctive,” associating a progress narrative 

with self-control. This self-control, Kiernan notes, is linked to the relationship of the 

“particular to the general,” or the relationship of individual and society. An individual 

animal who is able to practice self-control and responsibility supports and improves their 

society. Kiernan notes that this is present “even in the lower animals… as in the 

communities of bees and ants” (189-190). In this, Kiernan first shifts his focus from 

hunger to self-control, and from self-control to social norms. This transition is made less 

noticeable by the lack of transitional phrases. He also suggests a foundation for his 

argument that does not exist by using the phrase, “As I have elsewhere showed,” an 

inaccurate characterization of his one-sentence claim in the cited article. 

 On this foundation, Kiernan builds an argument about the development of man. 

He writes that the same evolution from simple to complex, and particular to general, 

takes place in the development of an infant into an adult.  

…in the infant, a being entirely wrapped in its instincts of self-
preservation, the “primary ego” is predominant and the child is an egoistic 
parasite. As development goes on this standpoint is passed, conscience 
assumes its priority, the fore-brain acts as a check on the purely vegetative 
functions, and the “secondary ego” takes precedence over the primary one; 
this is the general order of society designated as civilization or social 
order. (190) 

 
Kiernan’s use of the phrase “primary ego” aligns his argument with Theodor Meynert, a 

neurologist who focused on the structures of the mind when discussing human 

psychological development, to the exclusion of the soul.62 Kiernan then describes the 

                                                 
62 Meynert made this explicit in his preface to Psychiatry: Clinical Diseases of the Forebrain, where he 
wrote that “‘treatment of the soul’ implies more than we can accomplish.” 
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child’s development to adulthood in the language of a physical progress narrative, 

indicating that a “standpoint is passed.” The child was no longer “purely vegetative,” 

associated with the simple explosive force of lower animal life, and civilization took its 

place. This narrative, which describes an evolutionary trajectory, is even more clearly 

associated with his previous narrative: it is in the same paragraph as his description of 

evolution, indicating that both narratives are united in their topic. Crucially, Kiernan 

closes the paragraph by making a clear connection between regression in this 

ontogenetic-phylogenetic narrative and criminal pathology. When inhibition is lost, 

Kiernan writes, the individual becomes a criminal; the criminal, by opposing the order of 

society, is a parasite, a return to a lower form of animal life. As a result, Kiernan argues, 

“criminal tendencies are reversions in type indicating the original source of the 

inhibition” (190). The criminal returns to a simple, ego-driven state that serves to indicate 

the past from which civilized people have come. In spite of being a fully-developed adult, 

the criminal is akin to an animal lower than ants or bees. This has the effect of retaining 

the condemnation inherent in Kiernan’s discussion of inversion as a subject of 

responsibility; however, as we see elsewhere in the work, it simultaneously raises the 

possibility of inherent criminality being beyond the atavistic individual’s control.  

Kiernan cites Benjamin Tarnowsky, who notes that, “The congenital sexual 

pervert of a pure type may develop in other respects normally, and only towards sexual 

maturity does abnormality occur” (qtd 194). This abnormality manifests in several ways, 

including when the invert feels shame among people of the same sex, seeks the society of 

the same sex, and has nocturnal emissions due to sexual dreams in which—for 
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example—the male invert “plays a woman’s part” (qtd 194). What Kiernan emphasizes 

in this quote from Tarnowsky is “the persistence of the psychological element”; he 

emphasizes not the actions, but the desires of the invert. This psychological element, 

Kiernan argues, indicates that perversion is acquired early, in the passage cited at the 

beginning of this chapter: 

The persistence of this psychological element indicates that it must have 
been acquired early, since the original bisexuality of the ancestors of the 
race shown in the rudimentary female organs of the male could not fail to 
occasion functional if not organic reversions when mental or physical 
manifestations were interfered with by disease or congenital defect. (194). 

 
He then links this psychological element to its evolutionary origins, pivoting on the word 

“since.” His argument here is founded on an assumption that destabilizes the structure of 

the sentence. What he says, in essence, is that the ancestors of humans are 

hermaphroditic, as evidenced by vestigial sexual characteristics; this hermaphroditism 

must, according to a law of averages, manifest in some individuals. Or even more simply: 

evolutionary degeneration will happen. His sentence structure is tortured, however. What 

he obscures with his convoluted writing is the magical thinking that characterized his 

arguments about evolutionary narratives more generally. Nipples on men mean that man 

evolved from hermaphroditic ancestors; this means that reversions “could not fail” to 

occur.  

 The remainder of the paragraph shows Kiernan reiterating the connection of the 

hermaphroditic mind to the hermaphroditic body, in an attempt to once again connect 

same-sex desire to evolutionary regression. 

It seems certain that a femininely functionating brain can occupy a male 
body and vice versa. Males may be born with female genitals and vice 
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versa. The lowest animals are bisexual and the various types or 
hermaphrodism are more or less complete reversions to the ancestral type. 
That the femininely functionating brain alone should be developed at 
times with its psychological consequences is to be expected. (194-5) 

 
Kiernan genders the brain; the brain is separated from the body as a distinct entity, but it 

has physical characteristics that make it as sexual as the body. The difficulty of 

expressing what Kiernan is doing here—distinguishing body and mind while stressing the 

somatic qualities of the mind—speaks to the instability it has in a western context. The 

mind/body split is foundational, but in order to legitimize inversion as a disease, Kiernan 

must make the mind as physical as the body. External genitals—what might be 

characterized by the physical as opposed to the mental—are contradicted by the brain. 

The physicality of the causes of same-sex desire is underscored by Kiernan’s return to the 

evolutionary causes of the split between body and brain.  

 

The New Woman and the Political Hermaphrodite 

An 1859 article in the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal, “On 

Hermaphroditism,” demonstrates the burgeoning relationship between what might be 

called “genital hermaphroditism” and sexual inversion. In this article, S.K., Jr. briefly 

addresses the influence of “hermaphroditic arrest and excess of development upon the 

mental and moral qualities of the sexes.” He observes that if that ovaries of a female 

animal are removed or damaged, the animal will take on “the appearance, the habits, and 

the qualities of the male,” and notes that “female deer… may assume the horns, hair, 

shape, odor, and even desires of the male.” He believes that the effects of ovarian decay 

are similarly manifested in human women, and writes that “the human female, with 
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permanent suppression of catamenia and barren from non-development, disease, or age, 

loses the feminine case of character, and becomes more or less masculine in features, 

form, voice, and habits of thought and action.” The unfortunate effects of ovarian decay 

on women are not contained in private, but enter the public sphere, as these women “are 

seen in modern times attempting to carry out various unpopular reformatory movements” 

(417). Aberrant gender behaviors—such as demanding the rights of the opposite sex—

could not simply be the result of a rational mind, but must have their origin in some 

physical aspect of the body. 

There are several cultural developments that occurred simultaneously with sexual 

inversion, between which there are profound connections and intersections. The first, the 

New Woman and feminist, was a masculine threat to the gendered and sexual norms. By 

entering the public sphere and becoming involved beyond the boundaries of the home, 

the New Woman threatened gender norms for white middle- and upper-class women. 

Physicians expressed considerable anxiety about the New Woman, and the consequences 

she would have for society. As Jennifer Terry notes, the rise of the New Woman was 

inextricably linked with medical fears and theories about lesbians: “as the New Woman 

gained public recognition, so did the demonic figure of the mannish lesbian” (97). As 

William Lee Howard wrote in 1900, “The female possessed of masculine ideas of 

independence; the viragint who would sit in the public highways and lift up her pseudo-

virile voice, proclaiming her sole right to decide questions of war or religion, or the value 

of celibacy and the curse of woman’s impurity, and that disgusting antisocial being, the 

female sexual pervert, are simply different degrees of the same class—degenerates” 
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(687). Here, suffragettes, women reformers, and New Women are inextricably linked to 

sexual deviance, and are therefore portrayed as degenerates who threaten civilization.63 

Howard explicitly asserted that these women’s offspring would grow into “perverts, 

moral or psychical,” thereby undermining the health and character of the nation (686). 

Statements like Howard’s lead George Chauncey to argue, “The sudden growth in the 

medical literature on sexual inversion… was part of the general ideological reaction by 

the medical profession to women’s challenge to the sex/gender system during this period” 

(140). Writers on sexual inversion, in other words, were developing theories of 

hermaphroditic inversion to address the increasing violation of sex and gender norms by 

white women. 

Similarly, narratives of enervation and political reform have been connected to the 

concurrent development of theories of sexual inversion; in this comparison, sexological 

writing about inversion was responding to a perceived increase in the effeminacy of 

white men. As the metropolis grew denser, the nervousness of its citizens grew more and 

more exaggerated. In the fearful view of physicians, this nervousness led to greater self-

gratification, and in turn led to greater instances of inversion (Terry 88). There was 

considerable anxiety about the effect of industrialization and overpopulation on the 

working class, but, as Kevin Murphy notes, there were even more concerns expressed 

about the “effeminacy and enervation” caused by overcivilization among the middle and 

upper classes (31). The situation within cities was understood to be deeply influential to 

the rest of the country. This led to “a growing political concern among both utilitarians 

                                                 
63 There was a similar hermaphroditic narrative implied in comparisons of the New Woman and the 
“bearded lady” performer. See, for example, Augustus Smith Daggy’s September 1910 comic in Life, 
where a suffragette asks a bearded lady performer, “How do you manage it?” See Patterson (2008).  
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and nationalists about the vitality and health of nations and peoples” (De Block and 

Adriaens 278).  Social purity movements, which gained prominence in the 1870s, 

addressed these concerns. Social purity activists emphasized what Mark Connelly calls 

“civilized morality”; this was a prescriptive moral code that designated certain moral 

values as absolute and timeless, demarcated strict gender roles, and identified sexuality as 

a potentially destructive force (Connelly 8-9). Anxieties about white male effeminacy 

would also have motivated physicians to diagnose a congenital form of inversion.  

There were significant changes in gender roles even within the white middle and 

upper classes, which exaggerated the impact of these other anxieties. Among men, 

mugwumps—who were pejoratively called “mollycoddles,” “she-men,” and “political 

hermaphrodites”—and bachelors opened up new modes of social engagement that 

threatened the sexual binary. Mugwumps sought civil reform, pushing for legislation that 

would undermine the patronage system. Despite lacking the numbers to create significant 

change, these men were seen as a significant threat to existing parties. As Kevin P. 

Murphy notes, mugwumps represented “anxieties about the growing political presence of 

women and concerns about a broader ‘feminization’ of American culture” (14). He notes 

that mugwumps were seen first as challenging the boundaries of the two-party system—

by refusing to commit to either—and second, as undermining the reproductivity of that 

system by critiquing political patronage (28-29). Within the family, there was similar 

anxiety about the boy raised among women. In “Effeminate Men and Masculine 

Women,” published in the New York Medical Journal in 1900, William Lee Howard 

wrote that a boy raised only in women’s society would become “psychically unsexed, 
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detested by the vigorous male, utilized as a willing servitor by the society woman, and 

sternly admonished by a true father if he finds him dancing attendance with all his 

mincing manners upon a daughter” (686). While there is no explicit link between 

inversion and effeminacy in this passage, Howard was clearly concerned with the 

destruction of marital and reproductive norms that would be the effect of the “psychically 

unsexed” man. 

 

The Savagery of the Invert 

Kiernan begins his article with examples from Native American tribes, addressing 

the “mujerado,” the “bote,” and the “burdach.”64 Each of these identities is associated 

with feminine behavior and gender roles within their respective societies. Kiernan asserts 

that the mujerado—who is transformed from a virile young man via frequent 

masturbation—is an example of the “vice type” of sexual perversion, created through 

over-excitation of the nerves. By contrast, he says that the “bote” is an example of 

congenital inversion, since he shows cross-gender interests and traits before puberty 

(188). In order to be considered inborn, inversion must be demonstrated from an early 

age, specifically in pre-pubescent cross-gender behavior. This assumption—both that 

inversion must begin before puberty, and that it must be demonstrated through a 

difference in gender performance—is predicated on equivalencies of the cell, the fetus, 

and the adult human being. Kiernan set up hermaphroditism of the cell and 

hermaphroditism of the fetus as the causes of congenital hermaphroditic desires in both 

“savage” and “civilized” adults.  
                                                 
64 For more on Native American sexuality and sexual difference, see Jacobs, Thomas, and Lang (1997). 
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By opening with examples of Native American sexuality, Kiernan establishes that 

people he explicitly calls “savages” include inverts (186). This, again, is meant to assert 

the congenital nature of some inversion; in nineteenth-century medical thought, the 

savage was associated with earlier phases of human development, and therefore gave 

evidence of what was natural or unnatural to human existence. From his Native American 

examples, Kiernan turns to the single-celled organism, with only the briefest of 

transitions. By asserting that inversion is natural to the “savage,” Kiernan is then able to 

assume that inversion must be present at the lowest level of organic life: “Aberrations of 

the types described indicate a greater complexity in the sexual appetite than is usually 

suspected. The nature of the sexual propensity hence becomes of interest. Dallinger and 

Drysdale have described how fission of the monad was preceded by the absorption of one 

form by another” (188). This transition requires a series of assumptions: first, Native 

Americans serve as an example of early human development; second, sexual perversion 

among Native Americans, particularly when pre-dating puberty, serves as evidence that it 

is congenital; third, congenital sexual perversion must take place at a cellular level. In 

making this final assumption, Kiernan asserts that sexual behavior between humans may 

be natural if that same behavior takes place between cells. If the hermaphroditism of the 

invert is to be congenital, it must be mirrored by the processes at a cellular level.  

In a discussion of Richard von Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis, specifically 

linking it to theories of degeneration, Jennifer Terry briefly acknowledges the intersection 

of hermaphroditism and evolution. She notes that sexologists who were influenced by 

evolutionary theory believed that less sexual differentiation indicated that an individual 
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was less evolved; conversely, the more evolved a person was, the more differentiated 

their sex would be. Inverts, “because they blurred the boundaries between the sexes,” 

were considered “either ‘unfinished’ specimens of evolutionary growth (a status they 

shared with savages) or as evidence of regression similar to inborn criminality” (46). 

These lines are part of a larger argument Terry formulates about the moralistic quality of 

degenerationist writing, and they therefore blend the two veins of evolution and 

criminality. The idea of evolution and the “status they shared with savages” deserves 

specific attention, however, as it reflects the racialization of sexual inversion through the 

fantasy of recapitulation and hermaphroditism. 

In Queering the Color Line: Race and the Invention of Homosexuality in 

American Culture, Siobhan Somerville connects racialized thinking with representations 

of homosexuality in nineteenth- and twentieth-century American culture. She argues that 

“the formation of notions of heterosexuality and homosexuality emerged in the United 

States through (and not merely parallel to) a discourse saturated with assumptions about 

the racialization of bodies,” and notes that these discussions of inversion “were steeped in 

assumptions that had driven previous scientific studies of race” (4, 17). These 

assumptions included evolutionary theory; they led, as I have shown, to arguments that 

perceived hermaphroditic characteristics indicated a lack of evolutionary development. 

This leads Somerville to connect sexual inversion with racialization; “In characterizing 

either lesbians’ or African American women’s bodies as less sexually differentiated than 

the norm (always posited as white heterosexual women’s bodies), anatomists and 

sexologists drew on notions of natural selection to dismiss these bodies as anomalous 
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‘throwbacks’ within a scheme of cultural and anatomical progress” (29). The same 

language of hermaphroditism was used for lesbian and African American bodies, in other 

words, and both were tied to the “primitive.”65 

Aside from a brief discussion in the context of Leslie Feinberg’s Stone Butch 

Blues, Somerville does not specifically address the influence of discourses of Native 

American identity on discourses of sexual inversion. However, the reliance of sexological 

theories of the evolutionary development of hermaphroditic sexual inversion relied as 

much on the figure of the Native American as on the figure of the black American. This 

was particularly true of narratives of male sexual inversion.  The Native American man 

was a contradictory figure in this fantasy. He invoked a primitive, natural masculinity. He 

was less likely to be effeminate than the enervated white man.  Indeed, the work of 

authors like G. Stanley Hall privileged the natural, “primitive” masculinity of Native 

Americans, with Hall believing that, as Gail Bederman puts it, “The key to building 

powerful virility in American men… was to encourage primitive savagery in American 

boys” (78). The location of the Native American in the primitive allowed for white 

Americans to imagine the Native American as vanishing, part of a historical past rather 

than the civilized present. Those that remained, however, were a threat to white 

masculinity.  Understanding the Native American as part of less sexually-differentiated 

evolutionary stage resolved this contradiction to some degree.  The Native American was 

still a primitive figure in this understanding, lower on the biological and social 

                                                 
65 This language of the “primitive” in connection with hermaphroditism is well-established. For example, in 
1889, Patrick Geddes and J. Arthur Thomson wrote in The Evolution of Sex, “[physical] hermaphroditism 
is primitive; the unisexual state is a subsequent differentiation. The present cases of normal 
hermaphroditism imply either persistence or reversion” (qtd Somerville 29). 
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evolutionary scale, but he was performing gender in a way that lacked white manliness, 

to the point of effeminacy.  

Sexological thinking described sexual inversion through the lens of 

hermaphroditism; this hermaphroditism was not only figurative, but literal. The brain of 

the invert—and sometimes even the body—was physically sexed in opposition to the 

body. In other words, the phenomenon of sexual perversion was somatic, rather than 

strictly the product of perverted drives. Sexologists like James George Kiernan saw the 

hermaphroditic difference of sexual inverts as a natural phenomenon, even as they 

described it as degenerative; they saw this view as one that would inspire pity towards the 

invert instead of hatred, and thus saw their work as progressive. Their explanations for 

how the invert was a natural pervert were rooted in biological narratives of evolution, in 

keeping with their somatic focus. The invert was the result of deformed development, 

arrested at an earlier developmental and evolutionary stage. This had the effect of 

racializing the invert, even the white, middle-class invert, by linking him with the 

primitive and—most explicitly—with the Native American.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 
“SEMPER DEVORABAM”: CONSUMING MEN IN RALPH WERTHER’S 

AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF AN ANDROGYNE 

 
In 1918, a reader of the Medico-Legal Journal would have encountered the 

following advertisement under “Book Reviews and Notices”:  

 

Illustration 2: Medico-Legal Journal advertisement for Autobiography of an Androgyne 

 

The book was published in 1919, to limited acclaim. Its impact is largely recorded in the 

short reviews it received in medical journals. In The American Journal of Psychology, an 

anonymous reviewer wrote, “The writer of this notice has not read this book, but if it is 

all that is claimed for it, it has value for the psychiatrist as well as for the doctor, and it is 

said that it is a psychological study very worthy of careful analysis” (239). This was one 

of the few positive reviews, and its positivity is soured somewhat by the reader’s 

confession that he had not read the book. Samuel E. Earp, editor-in-chief of the 
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Indianapolis Medical Journal, did read it, but was intensely dismissive of its value and its 

author in his review; he wrote, “It must have taken much labor and patience for Dr. 

Herzog to obtain the historical data [about Werther]. It is a redeeming feature of this 

publication” (157). A reviewer for the Long Island Medical Journal suggested that “the 

reader will do well to have some apomorphine at hand,” and another for The American 

Journal of Surgery wrote that “the autobiography of this androgyne is rather the 

confession of innumerable homo-sexual debauches. It is not pleasant reading” (116). As 

the advertisement in the Medico-Legal Journal indicates, sales of the book were allowed 

only to professions relating to medicine and law; even these potential buyers would most 

likely have been dissuaded by the negativity of these reviews. Despite its limited impact, 

however, it is a powerful autoethnography, of a queer person who led the reviewer in the 

Long Island Medical Journal to use the then-unusual pronoun “(s)he” (206). 

Joanne Meyerowitz offers an important argument for reading Autobiography of an 

Androgyne in the context of contemporary queer scholarship. Meyerowitz notes that, in 

the limited scholarly work that cites the book, it is treated either as part of the history of 

homosexuality, or as part of the history of transsexuality.66 While these are valid uses for 

the narrative, Meyerowitz argues that this separation of the narrative into either a 

homosexual or a transsexual discourse “reduces the complexity of the person and the 

story in question” (101). While Werther does recognize what we might call modern 

boundaries of gender, sex, and sexuality, he does not separate the categories in his 

descriptions of himself or other “androgynes.” Meyerowitz takes this as a lesson for 

                                                 
66 For references that treat it as part of the history of homosexuality, see Hansen (1978), Chauncey (1994), 
Terry (1999), Katz (2001), and Minton (2002). For references that treat it as part of the history of 
homosexuality, see Meyerowitz’s How Sex Changed (1980) and Stryker (2008). 



131 
 

contemporary queer scholarship, writing that “our recent attempts to pull gender and 

sexuality apart, and to highlight one or the other, can obscure the nuanced, hybrid, and 

local self-fashionings of contemporary queers in various parts of the world as well as of 

[Werther]” (102). Following in Meyerowitz’s logic, I argue that Werther’s autobiography 

can be better understood when we acknowledge that it is created out of a fantasy of 

hermaphroditism. Werther fashions an identity for himself out of the hermaphroditic 

fantasies of sexual inversion created by sexologists. However, his lengthy first-person 

account transforms both the generic conventions of the case narrative and the established 

sexological fantasy of hermaphroditism; he repositions himself as a simultaneously 

masochistic and devouring figure, who “practically semper devorabam [always 

swallowed]” (81). 

Autobiography of an Androgyne can be considered part of the case narrative 

genre, as defined by a startling breadth of autoethnographic writings by inverts that 

invaded late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century sexological writing. He adopts the 

sexological assertion that same-sex desires are the result of a physical hermaphroditism. 

In the first sections of this chapter, I offer an overview of these case narratives, and then I 

briefly describe Werther’s location within the autobiographies about inversion that arose 

out of these case narratives. Werther’s Autobiography illustrates the turn of the century 

tension between sexology’s conceptualization of hermaphroditism, and the responses to 

this concept by inverts. I then discuss Werther’s adoption and adaptation of sexology in 

his descriptions of inversion. Werther adheres to sexological language and theories, and 

consistently identifies inversion with hermaphroditism. In keeping with his adoption of 
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this theory, Werther describes each part of his body as sexed. In his male body, he not 

only has a female brain, but also female cells and a female mouth. As in theoretical works 

by sexologists, Werther sees his body as being made up of male parts and female parts. 

Werther illustrates the way that the concept of hermaphroditism could be taken up by 

inverts themselves as a mode of expression of same-sex desire, and how these fantasies 

of hermaphroditism created new possibilities and limitations for the concept of the 

inverted individual. 

Werther offered his own take on sexological theories of the time. In fact, he 

suggested radically different possibilities for understanding the body. Werther adapted 

the equation of inversion with hermaphroditism to different purposes than mainstream 

sexology. In the section on the “germ,” I describe how Werther’s vision of the creation of 

inversion on a cellular level adapted the relationship of male and female germs shown in 

germ theory and in sexological texts. As the previous chapter discusses, the invert was 

imagined as created out of a complex relationship between two cells; in some narratives, 

which I will reference here, the invert was the result of a pitched battle, in others a 

process of devouring. The prevention of inversion, then, required that one germ defend 

against the other, and the breakdown of these defenses created pathological sexuality. 

Sexological writing about the germ thus reflected American anxieties about borders. 

Werther instead described the permeability of the germ as a natural and frequent part of 

creation. He emphasized the normalcy of one cell entering another. When one germ is 

incompletely devoured by the other, the other sex is contained within the body. This 

suggests an alternate approach to the issue of borders. Werther’s view of the germ shows 
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none of the anxiety about penetration reflected in mainstream writing, nor sexological 

anxieties about the progress of evolution. Instead, entrance into the main body is framed 

as a common occurrence.  

The permeability of the borders of the body is even desirable, as in Werther’s 

descriptions of his sexual life. Werther writes that the creation of the body’s sex takes 

place through an act of devouring; similarly, he sees himself as consuming the seed of his 

partners: 

It was the mere act sugere [of sucking] that was my objective, and that 
gave me a sense of restful satisfaction. Nevertheless I practically semper 
devorabam [always swallowed]. For days afterward it was a pleasure to 
reflect that what had once been the substance amatissimi [most beloved of 
men] was now my substance, and that the particles of matter that were 
once carried along in his veins, now floated in mine. (81). 
 

Werther defines his mouth as a female orifice, and performs fellatio on his partners. He 

defines this as a misplaced heterosexuality, in keeping with sexological theories. 

However, Werther applies the sexological logic of separately-sexed parts to the bodies of 

his male partners, specifically their semen. He describes his lovers as being made up of 

various male parts. This allows Werther to imagine his lovers’ semen as separate from 

the bodies of the men themselves. This means that Werther can figuratively and literally 

consume the parts of his lovers, using his (female) mouth. Werther invests the semen of 

his lovers with maleness, and thus can take them, and their maleness, within the 

boundaries of his body. By doing so, Werther creates a conglomeration of men within the 

confines of his body. Again, his descriptions of fellatio challenge the normative approach 

to the issue of boundaries. He desires penetration by others; this is part of his self-

definition as an androgyne or invert. He eroticizes the violation of boundaries and 
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imagines this violation as simultaneously an act of consumption, made possible by his 

inverted hermaphroditism.   

The invert was essentially invented by the institution of sexology in the mid-

nineteenth century. Inversion made it possible for people to identify themselves within 

legal and medical institutions as a particular sexuality. The introduction of sexuality as a 

category of public identity produced a new type of citizen, what Jeffrey Weeks calls “the 

sexual citizen.” Weeks argues that sex is imagined as private, and citizenship as public; 

the sexual citizen is therefore “a hybrid being, breaching the public/private divide which 

Western culture has held to be essential” (36).67 Werther is, I argue, an example of this 

kind of “hybrid being,” one who imagines his body as a new kind of community. He 

privileges the penetration and inclusion of others, rather than enforcing the boundaries of 

the individuals. By consuming the parts of his lovers, in particular, Werther creates a 

collective of men within his body; he depicts his hermaphroditic body as a community. 

Werther does speak of himself as an exile from normal society, as sexology’s 

pathologization of inversion encouraged him to do. However, he also writes of his body 

as a paradoxically penetrated and devouring space. Werther’s Autobiography of an 

Androgyne arises out of the tradition of the case narrative, which would seem to aim at a 

uniformity of style and logic. However, Werther uses the resources of sexology, 

particularly discourses of hermaphroditism, to challenge—and even pervert—the fantasy 

of hermaphroditism as dictated by sexological writing.  

 

                                                 
67 Weeks claims that this is a recent development, since “thirty years or so ago, no one would have said, for 
example, ‘I am gay/lesbian’” (36). Writing by inverts from the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries—where, for example, they say “I am an androgyne”—troubles this chronology. 



135 
 

The Invert’s Case Narrative 

Werther’s rebellion against the conservative purposes of sexological logic is made 

possible by the case narrative genre, and the importance of this genre in sexology. 

Sexologists’ pursuit of scientific legitimacy meant that they could not simply assert their 

theories without evidence. Scientific legitimacy meant empirical proof; this was 

especially important in a nebulous field like the study of sexuality. In response to this 

imperative for evidence, sexological works almost always included narratives about the 

patients that they studied. These case narratives were actually the sole form of evidence 

in most sexological works. A sexological case narrative would include the patient’s 

family history, a description of his body and personality, details of his desires and 

experiences throughout his life, and a diagnosis of his sexual type. Sexology’s reliance on 

these case narratives created opportunities for patients to use and reshape the sexological 

model of “psychic hermaphroditism.”  This was because the symptoms of pathological 

sexuality required that the patient detail their desires and sexual activities. This gave 

greater weight to the patient’s voice than in traditional medical case narratives. In the 

medical case narrative, the doctor could see the patient’s symptoms on or in their body; 

the doctor was better able to see the patient’s symptoms than the patient himself. In a 

case of “doubtful sex,” for example, the physician could give a detailed account of the 

patient’s internal organs. By using a microscope, the doctor could even see and describe 

the miniscule parts of a patient’s body. In sexological case narratives of psychic 

hermaphroditism, by contrast, the patient could “see” and feel their desires, whereas the 

sexologist could not. While sexologists imagined that they, too, could read the condition 
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of inverted desire on the body of the patient, their ability to perform this reading was 

inconsistent. They were therefore forced to rely on the narratives of their patients. 

Confessions of the patient’s desires were necessary for a conclusive diagnosis of sexual 

deviance.  This meant that the patient’s voice could not be obscured in the same way that 

it was in medical case narratives. The sexological case narrative would often read like a 

transcription, where the doctor acted as a scribe for the patient. The narratives were 

sometimes lightly edited, but in most cases they were verbatim letters from patients. The 

patients of sexology had more opportunity to intervene in sexological discourse; they 

could, and would, remove the sexologist entirely by writing their own stories. The 

normalizing force of sexology’s theory of hermaphroditism was undercut, or at least 

transformed, by its dependence on the voices of inverts themselves. 

Case narratives of inversion written by inverts proliferated in response to this 

opportunity. Men and women would read the narratives included in sexological texts, 

recognize themselves, and be inspired to write their own stories in response. They would 

send these narratives in to sexologists, their narratives would be included in subsequent 

editions, and the cycle would repeat. In 1931, the influx of these narratives led Havelock 

Ellis to defend the practice of including them in sexological texts. Ellis wrote that the 

writers of these narratives were accused of being derivative; some sexologists claimed 

that new narratives were copying the ones already published in previous versions of 

popular texts. However, Ellis argues, these narratives were “so extremely varied and 

numerous that they cannot possibly produce any uniform impression.”  He agrees that 

writers of case narratives replicated a certain format and set of data points, or those 
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“points on which information is desired,” but insists on the individuality of the different 

case narratives (qtd Gifford 44). Ellis’ defense points to a dramatic shift in the nature and 

purpose of the case narrative in sexology. Case narratives had originally been used by 

sexologists to support broader systems of classification, which meant that the narratives 

were expected to be relatively uniform in content. The effort had initially been effective, 

but had provoked a diverse group of people to respond to and challenge these established 

categories. While at the outset sexologists might have attempted some effort at 

uniformity, and while inverts wrote in response to the norms of the genre, as volume 

increased, there were more and more variations from a set form. Werther’s work enters 

into this spreading conversation of diverse works on inversion. 

 

“Unnatural” Narratives of Inversion 

 The sexological theory that connected inversion and hermaphroditism was 

popularly known; the sales of Psychopathia Sexualis provide ample evidence of this. 

Adoption of sexological theories in nineteenth- and twentieth-century American writing 

about same-sex desire was, however, relatively uneven. There were several other 

narrative types available to writers that described same-sex sexuality and relationships. 

James Gifford identifies six narrative types in his survey of turn of the century American 

literature about homosexuality: the natural, the unnatural, the alien, the athletic, the 

aesthetic, and the domestic. There are relatively few narratives of inversion in turn of the 

century literature, and even fewer that were written in America; those that did exist 

usually include aspects from several of the types identified by Gifford. Those of the 
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“unnatural” type, however, tend to stand alone. In these narratives, authors adopted 

sexological thinking, describing their desires as pathological. This meant that the authors 

were familiar with sexology, and had internalized the basic logic and terminology of 

sexological writing. While there are characters in other invert-authored narratives that 

echo the hermaphroditic conceptualization of same-sex desire—Basil Randolph from 

Bertram Cope’s Year is one example—it is “unnatural” narratives that most explicitly 

deal with the concept of hermaphroditism.68 

The two most significant examples of this “unnatural” narrative are Claude 

Hartland’s Story of a Life and Ralph Werther’s Autobiography of an Androgyne. 

Hartland’s preface to The Story of a Life offers a useful introduction to how authors of 

“unnatural” narratives adopted sexological norms and concepts as a means of 

legitimizing their works. The book, like Autobiography of an Androgyne, clearly borrows 

from some case narrative conventions. It was subtitled “For the Consideration of the 

Medical Fraternity,” for example, suggesting that it would be read by medical 

professionals in order to deepen their understanding of both inverts and inversion. In his 

preface to the book, Hartland explicitly invokes the sexological theory of 

hermaphroditism. He writes that he “has the beard and the well-developed sexual organs 

of a man,” but that he is otherwise a woman. Two signs of his mental womanliness are 

his “delicate, refined tastes” and his “sexual desires for men.” Hartland’s preface 

                                                 
68 Gifford identifies Basil Randolph in Bertram Cope’s Year as an example of the “aesthetic” type of 
narrative, and describes the ways that Randolph resembles Oscar Wilde, the most famous “invert” of his 
time. Sexologists often referenced Wilde in their theorization of inversion as essentially hermaphroditic; 
the autobiographical and fictional narratives of the time, however, tended not to blur the lines between the 
sexological model and the Wildean aesthetic model. Werther identifies Wilde as having “irresponsible 
sexual perversion” and not “true inversion” (30). 
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underscores the naturalness of his sexual desires by pointing out other evidence of 

physical hermaphroditism. He writes that he “has the hands, arms, and waist of a woman, 

while his shoulders, hips, lower limbs, and feet are those of a man” (xiii). Hartland’s 

preface is worth quoting at such length because it illustrates his clear adoption of the 

sexological conceptualization of inversion as hermaphroditism. 

After the preface, however, Hartland relies less and less on sexological norms. He 

writes about his childhood obsessions with dolls and funerals, for example, but only 

intermittently codes these behaviors as hermaphroditic or cross-gendered. Instead, he 

depicts himself as an alien, an uncanny creature who is outside and even beyond the 

norms of binary sex. The sexological concept of hermaphroditism serves as a form of 

legitimization for Hartland; it is a gesture he uses at the beginning of the autobiography 

in order to make his book significant to medical debates at the time. By invoking 

hermaphroditism in the preface, Hartland is able to cast the rest of the book as a 

sexological narrative. The metaphor of hermaphroditism is so associated with the case 

narrative that it can transfigure a text that deviates from the norm of sexological thought 

into a text for “the medical fraternity.” Hartland’s preface sums up the sexological 

formulation of the invert as a hermaphrodite, with “the hands, arms, and waist of a 

woman” and the “shoulders, hips, lower limbs, and feet” of a man. Hartland is not alone 

in adopting the sexological theory of hermaphroditism. In Werther’s Autobiography of an 

Androgyne, this formulation of hermaphroditism as the defining characteristic of an 

invert is far more essential, to the point where it becomes the backbone of Werther’s 

writing. 
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It is easy enough to read both of these books as merely imitating sexology’s logic 

and attitudes. These authors used sexology as a tool to understand and reframe their 

sexual desires as physical deviance. The case narrative and the sexological formulation of 

the hermaphrodite were both part of a powerful institutional discourse. This institutional 

discourse exerted a force on sexual life that cannot be understated. Authors of narratives 

of inversion did not passively accept and transmit this discourse, however, no matter how 

essential it was to their writing; instead, they adapted it. In the example above, Hartland 

put sexology to work in order to make the publication of his narrative possible, as it was 

published by a medical press. Hartland’s surprisingly queer text would most likely not 

have been published without his use of sexology.69 These unnatural narratives 

demonstrate a shift in the meaning of hermaphroditism as it moved from sexological 

discourses to the writing of inverts themselves. Sexological texts attempted to reify sex 

categories and normalize heterosexuality through the metaphor of the hermaphrodite. 

Inverted narratives that borrowed sexological concepts supported this project. However, 

they also used the sexological theory of hermaphroditism to disturb and disrupt 

sexological norms. Werther’s narrative, which adopts the sexological concept of 

hermaphroditism even more fully than Hartland’s, even suggests a different approach the 

concept of the gendering of a community or a public. 

 

 

                                                 
69 Again, other narratives of same-sex desire were written during this time period. They were sharply 
distinguished from narratives that came from the case study tradition, however; they were not written in the 
first person, were not identified with the author him- or herself, and were not explicit in their descriptions 
of sexual activity. 
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Ralph Werther’s Adaptation of Sexology 

“Ralph Werther” was one of three pseudonyms for a man whose birth name is still 

unknown. Werther’s books, Autobiography of an Androgyne and The Female-

Impersonators, were actually published under three names: Ralph Werther, Earl Lind, 

and Jennie June.70 Werther finished his first book, the Autobiography, in 1899, and 

finally found a publisher in 1919. His second book, The Female-Impersonators, was 

published in 1922. He had plans for a third, The Riddle of the Underworld, and had 

contracted to publish the work serially, but these plans never came to fruition.71 Werther 

wrote all three of his books to inform readers about the existence and nature of inversion, 

using his personal experiences as evidence and illustration. The Autobiography was 

intended for the professional reader, and both The Female-Impersonators and Riddle of 

the Underworld were intended for a general audience. The Autobiography, in keeping 

with its intended audience, is the book that most explicitly invokes sexological language, 

particularly the metaphor of hermaphroditism. 

Both Werther and his publisher saw the book as a case narrative, but his publisher 

stressed the value of Werther’s confession more than his contributions to the theory of 

sexology. Alfred W. Herzog was the editor of the Medico-Legal Journal; he published 

Werther’s book and wrote an introduction to the Autobiography. In his introduction, 

Herzog writes that Werther”had written his autobiography as an endeavor to bring his 

                                                 
70 I use the pseudonym Ralph Werther because his Autobiography was most recently reissued under that 
name; Ralph Werther is used in current research, perhaps for the same reason. This is ultimately, however, 
something of an arbitrary choice. 
 
71 This third book was advertised in the back matter of The Female-Impersonators, but was never 
published. Some of the manuscript pages were recently discovered by Randall Sell in Victor Robinson’s 
papers, along with the contract for the book’s serial publication in a medical journal.  
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misfortune vividly before the medical and legal fraternities, for the purposes of lightening 

the heavy load which rested so unjustly… on the unfortunates of his class” (Werther 13). 

Herzog describes the purpose of the book as illustrative, functioning “vividly” as a case 

narrative. He recognizes that this case narrative operates as a framework for Werther’s 

activist purposes, noting that Werther was attempting to appeal to and educate 

professional men who were interested in the “unfortunates of his class”(13). Herzog notes 

that he did not initially approve of the work, perhaps because of these activist elements in 

the text. He thought that the book had “neither literary nor scientific value”(15). He was 

eventually able to see the book as worthy of the Medico-Legal Journal’s readership only 

by viewing the book as a confessional case narrative: “In thus lighting the torch and 

holding it up for us to see what he desires us to see, he also unconsciously lights up 

himself in all his womanly vanity… giving a psychoanalysis of himself without 

attempting to do so” (15). Herzog’s introduction describes Werther’s writing as a 

“lighting up,” implying that the work is a confession, one worth reading in spite of its 

deviations from the case narrative genre. Herzog suggests that Werther reveals details 

that will lead readers to better understand the pathological condition of inversion. Herzog, 

then, underscores Werther’s status as a patient. What distinguishes Werther’s 

Autobiography, however, is his commitment to playing the role of the doctor as much as 

that of the patient.  

Werther described his Autobiography as being written for the “learned 

professions,” but he initially sought a general publisher for the text, in order to reach as 

many readers as possible. The Medico-Legal Journal seems to have been his last resort, 
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since it would place greater limitations on his readership and his sales. The Journal was 

the Autobiography’s primary avenue of advertisement, with supplementary 

advertisements in other medical journals; to compound the limitations this placed on the 

book’s readership, its sale was limited to “physicians, lawyers, legislators, psychologists, 

and sociologists.”72 The Medico-Legal Journal printed only a thousand copies of the 

Autobiography, and the book’s sales did not merit a second run. Despite its poor sales, 

Werther was tireless in its promotion, in large part because he saw it as serving a greater 

educational purpose. In the Autobiography, Wertheris quick to use terms from 

sexological research, such as “inversion” and “psychical hermaphroditism.” The 

influence of sexology is even clearer when he directly cites passages from the works of 

more famous authors like Havelock Ellis and Richard von Krafft-Ebing. Werther did not 

see the narrative only as a “lighting up,” although his narrative follows all of the case 

narrative conventions. Werther portrays himself as both an interesting case and as a 

contributing authority – a sexologist in his own right. 

 Werther’s theorization of inversion included the idea that the invert was a kind of 

hermaphrodite. In this, Werther fully adopts sexological logic, internalizing and 

replicating sexology’s equation of inversion with hermaphroditism. This was consistent 

throughout his work; in a separate article for the Medical Review of Reviews, Ralph 

Werther referred to himself as “bisexual.” By this he meant that he was made up of two 

biological sexes, male and female, rather than that he had sexual desires for men and 

                                                 
72 Werther’s second book, Female Impersonators, was published under the auspices of the Medico-Legal 
Journal as well, with the same limitations on its sale. Riddle of the Underworld was slated for publication 
in a New York medical journal. 
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women.73 In the Autobiography, he explicitly refers to himself as a hermaphrodite. He 

begins the book by comparing himself to the statue Hermaphroditos, which he describes 

as having “complete primary male sexual determinants and no trace of female, but with 

female secondary sexual determinants” (19). Werther includes a photograph of himself 

imitating the pose of the statue to underscore the resemblance between his body and the 

body of the classical hermaphrodite, particularly the contrast between his breasts and his 

penis. Werther, like sexological authors, also describes his brain as a female part of his 

body. He writes that he has the mental makeup of a woman, and emphasizes that his 

womanly mind is a physical difference. For example, when a soldier says to Werther that 

he “never saw a girl with a penis,” Werther replies that he is “only part girl,” but that he 

has “a girl’s mind and breasts[,] and my body otherwise is much like a girl’s” (155). His 

response to the soldier equates his mind and his breasts as signifiers of his essential 

female nature. This equation of mind with body allows Werther to portray his inversion 

as congenital, and therefore beyond his control.74 His body is a combination of male and 

female parts. It is only in the context of his male genitals that the desires caused by his 

female parts are read as deviant. Werther adopts sexology’s use of hermaphroditism to 

naturalize the social primacy of heterosexuality, even in the body of the deviant subject. 

 In Werther’s depiction of his body, male and female are distinct and separate 

sexes, which coexist but do not merge within the confines of the invert’s body. This is the 

rule, Werther argues, for anyone who is between the male and female poles. While there 

                                                 
73 This is a common use of the term bisexual from this time period. It was typically used as a synonym for 
“psychic hermaphrodite” and/or “invert.” 
74 In his second book, Werther calls himself a “sexual cripple,” a concise statement of the view that same-
sex desire is a congenital physical anomaly. In the Autobiography, similarly, Werther compares the 
treatment of inverts to the treatment of deaf-mutes. 
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are those who are wholly male and wholly female, Werther writes that there are also a 

host of people who fall between, or “transitional individuals.” The individuals who fall in 

this spectrum vary in terms of their physical appearance, but all have both male and 

female traits. These traits, each separately sexed, the male distinct from the female. There 

are those who combine “the perfect body of one sex” with the sexual desires and brain of 

the opposite sex. In other variations, “the individual may possess the male genitals, but be 

beardless, or else possess mammary glands, broad pelvis, and sacral dimples; or 

possessing the female genitals, have a rudimentary moustache, or else meagerly 

developed breasts, narrow pelvis, etc.” (22). Werther’s account, like his portrayal of the 

hermaphrodite as a “female with male genitals,” and like Hartland’s description of his 

male and female parts, parcels out the invert’s body into separate sexes that inhabit the 

same body. The male genitals and other masculine traits are “possessed” alongside the 

beard, or the breasts and pelvis. Each belongs to one sex. The two sexes are combined 

within the same body, but do not interpenetrate.75 As in sexological texts, Werther’s 

theory of inversion depends on the conceptualization of hermaphroditism as a mélange, 

not a mixture. By portraying his desires as part of his physical makeup, and by 

representing these desires as female desires, Werther’s writing clearly adopts the 

sexological conceptualization of inverted hermaphroditism as a two-sexed body, made up 

of discretely sexed parts.  

                                                 
75 While a standard of binary sex is consistent in representations of hermaphroditism throughout the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—indeed, is the foundational assumption of “hermaphroditism”—
what I want to distinguish here is the coexistence of male and female as separate entities, rather than the 
fusion described by Julia Ward Howe (see Chapter 1).  
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 By describing his body as hermaphroditic, and by depicting this hermaphroditism 

as a combination of separate and distinctive male and female parts, Werther adopts 

sexological norms. Werther’s adoption of sexology’s logic could be read as evidence that 

he was a dupe of the sexological institution. As with many of the case narratives written 

by inverts, however, Werther adapts sexology as much as he adopts it. Werther’s 

transformation of sexological logic comes from his extension of that logic far past where 

sexology stopped. The first noticeable deviation from sexological thinking is in Werther’s 

depiction of the creation of inversion, specifically the creation of the inversion in the 

germ. Werther extends the hermaphroditism of the invert’s body down to the level of the 

cell, imagining male and female cells as “devouring” one another, rather than penetrating 

or being penetrated. This is a radically different approach from mainstream texts in 

sexology, and suggests a different attitude toward the concept of borders in Werther’s 

work. Werther’s work, then, adopts sexological language and the pathologizing logic of 

sexology, but then challenges sexology using its own terms.  

 

Inversion in the Germ 

Werther’s description of the creation of inversion at the level of the germ reflects 

his approach to the boundaries of bodies more generally. Werther was not unusual in 

discussing the germ. Passages describing the creation of the invert at a cellular level were 

common in sexological texts. The most well-known sexologists, Havelock Ellis and 

Richard von Krafft-Ebing, differed on any number of points, but both agreed that the 

invert contained within him- or herself the “germs” of the opposite sex. Werther, too, 
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agrees that hermaphroditism and inversion are closely related, much as was argued in 

mainstream sexological writing. He clarifies that this is not a relationship of cause-and-

effect, however.76 He does not see the hermaphroditism of his body as the result of his 

inversion, or vice versa. Werther argues that the physical structure of his body and his 

sexual desires are “twin effects of a common cause, namely, the presence in the male 

body of the particular kind of corpuscles ordinarily found only in the protoplasm of 

females” (31). The hermaphroditism he describes in his body – that of his maleness as 

separate from but coexistent with his femaleness – is the result of a similar 

hermaphroditism, at the level of the “germ.” The germs of the invert are male and female, 

but these sexes can still be sharply distinguished. This causes the coexistence of male and 

female parts in the invert’s body, as well as the invert’s deviant desires. The desire and 

the body parts cannot be extricated from one another, because both are a consequence of 

the hermaphroditic germs. What Werther does here, importantly, is offer his own 

interpretation of the germs, one that differs from, even challenges, the works of Krafft-

Ebing and Ellis. If, as I will argue below, the germ operated as a figurative representation 

of American anxieties about its borders, then by taking on the mantle of the doctor, 

Werther takes the opportunity to respond to those anxieties, as an expert rather than as a 

passive recipient. 

 Werther begins his exploration of the creation of the invert with a hypothetical 

scenario, one that underscores the sharp division between male and female flesh. In his 

proof of this germ theory, Werther asks his reader a rhetorical question: “Is there not a 

                                                 
76 This is in response to an argument in Havelock Ellis’ studies of sexuality. Ellis argued that “diffused 
minor abnormality in physical structure… is the basis of congenital inversion” (qtd Werther 30).  
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difference between the ‘protoplasm’ or cellular tissue of males and females, which is the 

ground of the difference in the physical and psychical development of the sexes?” (28). 

The two sexes, male and female, are sharply divided at all levels, even that of “cellular 

tissue”; the physical body and psychical desires result from this cellular sex. The male 

and the female are embodied in separate particulates. What Werther argues here is still 

similar to many sexologists: in certain cases, a single body may contain tissue or 

protoplasm from both sexes. This would make the invert’s body microscopically 

hermaphroditic. He begins his effort by remaining at the surface, describing a 

hypothetical surgery:  

If through a surgical operation the breast from a male infant could be 
grafted in the proper place on a female infant, and the breast from a female 
infant on a male infant, the two individuals, as they became adult, would 
develop physically along the lines of his or her own sex except the grafted 
breast. That of the girl would remain flat, that of the boy would develop a 
mammary gland and become elevated into a mons. They each have on 
them a patch of the tissue of the opposite sex. (28) 
 

The surgeon exchanges the physical material of two people, transposing their breasts.77  

The male breast remains male, and the female breast female, even though they have been 

removed from their original locations. Each part of the body is sexed at an essential, 

immutable level, and cannot be transfigured. What Werther argues about the invert is that 

this process has essentially already taken place, most notably in the brain: “To constitute 

a passive invert, the brain, the physical basis of the psychical nature, must be composed 

of female tissue, must be a ‘female brain’” (29). Nature operates here as a surgeon does, 

                                                 
77 Werther’s hypothetical seems to reference the Ovidian narrative of Hermaphroditus and Salamacis, 
which resonates with his previous statement that he is a hermaphrodite “according to the original Greek 
signification of the term” (19). This narrative, however, is transformed; the force that causes the 
hermaphroditism of the body is not mythical, but surgical. This revision of the myth aligns him more with 
sexological thinking, while still alluding to his classical education. 
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transplanting the tissue of the opposite sex into the body of the invert. The invert 

therefore naturally is composed of distinctly male and female parts.  This echoes 

sexological writing about the invert’s germs, which saw the invert’s hermaphroditism as 

part of the essential constitution of his body. Werther’s grafting example again adopts 

sexological metaphors and logic. What Werther does next, however, is take a radically 

different approach to the anxieties about borders and boundaries that these discussions 

reflect. 

Having established the distinction between male and female protoplasm, Werther 

moves from his hypothetical scenario to a theorization of the germ itself. Werther argues 

that the constitution of the invert’s body takes place in a natal interaction between male 

and female germs: “Whether any individual shall be a male or a female depends on the 

result of a battle in the embryo between the female corpuscles or germs of the egg and the 

male of the spermatozoa” (28). The female corpuscles wage war, here, against the male, 

and it seems at first that one must be the victor. In most cases, this is so: “either the 

female germs or the male germs happen to be the more vigorous, and determine the sex 

of the unborn” (28). If the child is female, it is because the female germs “devoured” the 

male germs. One set of corpuscles or the other has been vanquished, and the infant’s sex 

is set. The process is not always clear-cut, however, which is what leads to the creation of 

the invert. Werther calls these “exceptional cases,” where “the more vigorous set of cells 

have not succeeded in devouring the other set entirely, and both kinds coexist in different 

parts of the same individual throughout his existence” (28-29). This explains the 

hermaphroditism of the invert’s body by attributing his male parts to the male germs, and 
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his female parts to the female germs. In the inverted individual, “both kinds coexist” next 

to one another. Male and female are still separate from one another, maintaining the 

binary sexual boundaries, but Werther’s formulation stresses that these two 

individualized sexes can coexist within the same organizing body. Werther writes, “In a 

male there may be only a single patch of female tissue… about the cheeks and neck, 

rendering him beardless, but with masculine habits of mind and the male sexual instinct” 

(29). The invert’s hermaphroditism is not characterized by surplus, but by coexistence. 

What is different about the invert, then, is that his body is stitched together, some parts 

taken from a woman’s body, some parts taken from a man’s. This is not only a superficial 

hermaphroditism. It is present even on the level of the protoplasm. Werther echoes the 

anxiety implicit in sexological writing about the cell, but privileges the invert’s body as 

an answer to that anxiety. This copies the metonymy of sexological discourse, where 

hermaphroditism is made up of male parts and female parts; these parts are representative 

of each sex as a general phenomenon. 

The cell had been essential to the development of the sciences, and was important 

to any number of scientific discourses. Writing about cellular construction and cellular 

processes was conditioned by the mode and context of its production.78 The way that they 

wrote about the cell reflected their anxieties and concerns. While making claims to 

objective truth, the perception of these authors was nonetheless conditioned by their 

cultural locations. Doctors and scientists who wrote about cellular and germ theory 

typically relied on boundary metaphors. They described the cell as a bounded entity. 

                                                 
78 The relationship between scientific knowledge and the conditions that produce that knowledge has been 
explored at greater length by feminist standpoint theorists like Donna Haraway (1988) and Karen Barad 
(1998). 
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Doctors and scientists who wrote about infection or destruction of the cell wrote in terms 

of the violation of this boundary, often using imperialist language. In their articles, 

doctors wrote that the interior of a healthy cell was threatened with contamination by 

penetrating infectious forces. The boundary of the cell thus required protection if it was 

to remain healthy. Through her readings of the works of physician-authors, Laura Otis 

emphasizes the way that these boundary metaphors reflected the anxieties of imperial 

nations; those who supported the imperial project feared the penetration and infection of 

the dominant colonizing culture by the cultures of the colonies. Otis includes America 

among these imperial nations. She cites S. Weir Mitchell, who consistently wrote about 

themes of penetration and boundary defense in both his scientific and his fictional work. 

In a close reading of Mitchell’s writings, Otis argues that America shared imperialist 

fears of foreign contagion with European countries. Imagining the cell as a bounded 

entity allowed American scientists to “define themselves in terms of what they were not” 

(5). Yet the United States often incorporated surrounding lands and people, whereas 

European colonialism rarely intended such incorporation of the colonies, which it 

controlled at a distance. America had a significant tradition of internalizing others, as 

with slaves, Native Americans, and immigrants.79 As Otis observes, the metaphor of the 

membrane – the boundary under threat of germ contagion – is common, not only in 

scientific discourses on the cell or in discussions of the individual, but even in 

descriptions of national identity.  

                                                 
79 This is one of the paradoxes of American identity: it is a nation built upon immigration and absorption, 
but the nation goes through periods of intense fear of contagion. For further discussion of this, see Peter 
Schrag, Not Fit For Our Society: Immigration and Nativism in America (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2010).  
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Werther’s metaphors of consumption and integration were created in the same 

atmosphere as the metaphors of cellular contagion used by writers like S. Weir Mitchell. 

Whereas dominant models of the germ or cell were predicated on “envelopment and 

penetration as pathological,” Werther depicts envelopment and consumption as a natural 

part of the creation of the self (50). This self is, to a degree, treated as deviant, in keeping 

with the standards of sexological writing. More often, however, Werther portrays the 

“transitional individual” as common, even more common than those who exist at the 

poles. Dominant anxieties about penetration echoed throughout the work of prominent 

sexologists. These fears of penetration were, at least in part, fears of feminization. To be 

penetrated would weaken, even destroy, a “normal” man’s masculinity. Men defined 

themselves by their role as penetrator, opposed to the penetrated. By contrast, Werther 

defines himself as someone who is penetrated, and who is not fully a man. Appropriately 

enough, Werther does not fear the specter of feminization, but embraces it. This allows 

him to define the interaction of male and female germs as a devouring, rather than as a 

penetrative act. The sexes remain separate, in his vision, but one receives and 

encompasses the other, bringing the other within its boundaries. By consuming the other, 

the cell is able to sustain, even strengthen itself. Male and female may coexist within the 

same cell, forming a community even at the microscopic level. Werther’s vision of the 

cell, then, suggests a radically different – inverted – vision of the encounter between a 

body and the other. Werther’s germ suggests an alternative vision of the American 

relationship with the other, one where the outsider joins, circulates within, and sustains 
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the national body. In this way, Werther takes the role of Weeks’ “sexual citizen,” 

rupturing the divide between the private and public. 

 
 

Partitioning “Normal” Men 

 Werther’s view of the germs depends on conceiving both as discretely sexed and 

bounded entities, contained within the larger body. In spite of their mutual exclusivity, 

however, the dominant germ takes the other into itself. This conceptualization of the 

germ is similar to the way that Werther conceptualizes his sexual interactions with men. 

Werther is a bounded self, who consumes similarly bounded others. These others, despite 

being consumed, remain distinct from him; in this, they are similar to the beardless patch 

on a man’s cheek. This approach to the interaction of self and other would not be possible 

without the sexological concept of hermaphroditism. Importantly, however, Werther 

applies this concept both to his own body and to the bodies of his lovers. Though his 

lovers are “normal” men, he writes that they too are made up of discretely male parts. 

Because they are made up of sexed parts, it is possible for Werther to consume one part 

of them as a representative of them as a whole. He is able to consume the male, then, 

much as the female germ consumes the male germ. By consuming them, Werther 

incorporates them into himself; they remain separate from him, but are contained within 

his body. This view of the interaction between self and other, like his articulation of the 

interaction between the germs, plays off of the anxieties about borders in sexological 

writing. It renders the normal male body vulnerable, and idealizes the invert’s body as a 

site of community. 



154 
 

 Werther accomplishes the extension of sexological logic into his partners’ bodies 

by partitioning himself, first; more specifically, he sets apart his mouth as a female part 

of his body.  Because he was born a girl without a vagina, Werther is unable to take part 

in heteronormative sex. His hermaphroditism means, however, that he has desires for 

heterosexual sex. Procreative sex was defined by sexologists as the desired norm of 

sexual behavior. Women thus should desire penetrative sex with men. The invert, as a 

woman born into the wrong body, naturally must desire the same thing as a woman 

would. Werther writes, “Nature created me puellam sine vagina [a girl without a vagina], 

and then drew me toward the sturdy sex as few of the gentle sex are drawn,” illustrating 

the conflict created between the invert’s sex and sexual desires (81). This conflict 

requires a reorganization of the body: his mouth must serve as a substitute for the missing 

vagina. “What is more natural,” Werther asks, “than to use the next best foramen 

[orifice]?” (81). Werther reorganizes his body by following the hermaphroditic logic of 

sexology to its “natural” conclusion. This reorganization makes his mouth his primary 

sexual organ.  

This transformation of Werther’s mouth into a vagina is incomplete, however; his 

mouth still serves as a consuming orifice. Werther attributes his choice of his mouth as 

the “next best orifice” to preference. He has a “moral horror” of anal sex.80  He contrasts 

anal sex to fellatio, which he portrays as easy and instinctive, the equivalent of nursing: 

“My original and fundamental method was active fellatio, the identical act of an infant ad 

                                                 
80 What anal sex he does have is forced on him by his partners, and any pleasure he feels during anal 
intercourse is largely in experiencing the violent masculinity of his rapists. Aside from his remarks on the 
violence of “paedicatio,” Werther never explains the moral distinction between anal sex and fellatio. It 
suggests circular reasoning, where the instinctive use of his mouth implies its morality.  
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matrem, quoad fuit emission in comite [breast-feeding with the mother, to the extent that 

there was ejaculation with the partner], who would lie absolutely inactive” (80).81 The 

mouth, then, is a site of natural pleasure, such as the pleasure of the infant at his mother’s 

breast. Werther’s mouth is transformed in a substitute for a female orifice; his mouth is 

sexed as female. His patchwork body then creates the opportunity for him to imagine a 

man’s penis as a substitute for a woman’s breast. Al this is framed as natural. His mouth 

serves to allow the expression of heterosexual desire, which sexologists hoped to 

naturalize; his suckling at the penis is as natural as the suckling of an infant at her 

mother’s breast (another implicitly heteronormative scene). This extension of sexology’s 

theory of hermaphroditism, like Werther’s depiction of the germ, is framed as perfectly 

natural, but causes a radical breach in the supposedly uniform masculinity and maleness 

of his partners’ bodies.  

Even though Werther describes his partners in entirely masculine terms, he 

suggests an inverted approach the boundaries and borders of their bodies. In sexological 

descriptions of the invert, again, each part was individually sexed – the male hips were 

distinct in sex from the female feet, for example. In mainstream sexological writing, this 

logic was applied to the bodies of inverts, but not to the bodies of men considered 

normal. In Werther’s writing, his lovers are made up of separate parts as much as he 

himself, although their parts are all male. Their ejaculate is the primary part that Werther 

consumes. Semen is the definitive substance that represents Werther’s sexual partners; it 

is the emblem of their masculinity, even a metonym that represents them as a whole. By 

                                                 
81 Werther’s infantilism is unfortunately beyond the scope of this chapter. The historical and literary 
significance of Werther’s association between inversion and infancy might be a worthwhile subject for 
inquiry, particularly because Werther here presages similar claims by Freud. 
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swallowing the semen of his partners, Werther separates a defining element of their 

masculinity – their ejaculate – and takes it into himself through his mouth. The men 

themselves are central to the definition of Werther’s desires, but they are replaced in the 

text by the marks of their maleness: semen, clothes, and tattoos. Werther is then able to 

consume these marks, through his “next best orifice.” Werther’s hermaphroditism allows 

him to take others into his body; sexology’s view of the sexed body, then, allows him to 

consume his male partners by consuming their semen. 

 Again, Werther writes that he “practically always semper devorabam 

[swallowed]” when he performed fellatio. This swallowing of men’s seed represented a 

satisfaction of his lovers’ desires; by swallowing the evidence of their desires, Werther 

was performing the role of a woman, absorbing their seed. By doing so, he retained the 

men themselves: “For days [after performing fellatio], it was a pleasure to reflect that 

what had once been the substance amatissimi [of the beloved] was now my substance, 

and that the particles of matter that were once carried along in his veins, now floated in 

mine” (81). Werther saw semen as representing maleness; it was the representative fluid 

of manhood. By consuming this masculine fluid, Werther is able to consume and retain 

his lovers. After they have been consumed, they are recirculated within the system of 

Werther’s body. Werther extends the logic of sexology to the bodies of his lovers. In the 

body of the invert, one part can be used to represent an entire sex; that is, a breast can be 

used to signify femaleness. Logically, the normal male body must also be made up of 

these parts. These parts can be read separately from the rest of the body, and can come to 

stand in for the man.  Semen, especially, can come to figure for maleness, and is naturally 
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consumed by Werther’s female mouth. Importantly, Werther does not see this 

consumption as having a masculinizing effect on his body. The male parts of his lovers 

can enter his body and remain in his body without disappearing or being completely 

absorbed. Instead, their semen remains within his body but separate from him. In this, 

Werther devours maleness in much the same way that one germ devours another in the 

creation of the invert. The devoured Other remains a bounded entity that is brought 

within a larger bounded entity.  

 Werther’s vision of men as entering his body was a challenge to dominant 

American views of the individual and national body. Christoper Castiglia, in a critique of 

modern American views of the nation, argues that nineteenth-century Americans were 

encouraged to perceive “the increasingly discordant human interior” – the individual 

citizen’s body – as “a microcosm of the equally riven sociality of nineteenth-century 

America.” Castiglia traces a history of how Americans came to see their society as 

embodied within the individual’s body. In imagining the government of America, then, 

many nineteenth-century writers imagined “not government of the inhabitants, but 

government of the inhabitants of their own individual selves” (Dimock 37). The 

American’s body must be carefully monitored and controlled in order to maintain its 

stability and safety; this, in turn, was important for the health of the nation. The American 

man’s body, in particular, had to have strong borders, which allowed neither penetration 

nor emission. The male citizen’s body, then, much like the cell reflected anxieties about 

the potential breakdown of borders.  
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The male body required surveillance and control in order to keep it healthy and 

intact. The intersection of this self-control with sexuality is aptly illustrated by the 

nineteenth century view of sperm and masturbation. In white middle class culture in the 

nineteenth century, there were considerable anxieties about a man’s “vital forces.” A 

man’s vitality was essential to his survival in the public sphere. His intellect depended on 

his body for the material of this vigor. A man’s work, which depended powerful exertion 

by his mind and body, required that he conserve, even hoard, his vitality. Semen was the 

most characteristic index of a man’s vitality; this was the substance which men were 

meant to save. Nineteenth century American writing about masturbation reflects this 

association between the power of a man and his conservation of his semen. These 

anxieties were discussed in advice literature and in hygiene guides. As G.J. Barker-

Benfield points out, authors like the Reverend John Todd were obsessive on the subject 

of “the generation, hoarding, and miserly expenditure of ‘that moving active spirit’” (47). 

Young men were exhorted by any number of authors and lecturers to avoid the dangers of 

masturbation. Spending too often, even spending at all, would unman the body. Sexual 

congress, too, would threaten the vitality of a man. “Woman was a sperm absorber,” and 

thus could weaken a man’s strength by taking away his seed (Barker-Benfield 55). 

Semen, then, was linked with the nature of being a man in society. Semen was thus the 

representative substance of a man, and its conservation essential to maintaining a man’s 

bodily integrity. 

Werther also fantasizes about consumption, depicting himself as mouthing at the 

bodies of those he desires. These scenes underscore the importance of his mouth as a 
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means of consuming his partners. He describes several scenes of “osculation,” where he 

runs his mouth over the clothing and skin of men he desires. In his adolescent years, for 

example, Werther would sneak into the closets of his classmates to mouth at their 

clothing. He writes that he was particularly attracted to corduroy trousers and rubber 

boots, since these items are “too masculine” for Werther himself to wear. In the room of a 

classmate, Werther spends some time kissing the boy’s pillow, then turns to mouthing at 

his clothing. Werther follows his recounting of the scene with an explanation for his 

behavior: “Especially did corduroy braccas [trousers] feel most exquisite labris [on my 

lips] as I osculated partem prope locum member virilis [imagined them to be a substitute 

penis]” (50). He then details another instance of the same behavior, from even earlier in 

his youth; he would osculate the corduroy trousers of both his brother and young male 

guests at the house (51).  As an adult, Werther finds himself attracted to tattoos as “the 

mark of supreme masculinity.” When he found a tattoo, Werther writes, “I would rave 

over it, osculate it, kneel before the young blood in adoration, and call him all the 

glorious idealizing names I could think of” (78). Both corduroy and tattoos signify 

masculinity to Werther; both, as well, are meant to indicate his attraction to “the rough” 

over “the gentleman” (78). After the industrial revolution, corduroy’s low production 

price meant that it was associated with the working class.  In Europe, tattooing had 

become something of a fad in the upper classes and aristocracy in the late nineteenth 

century; in America, by contrast, it was still associated with freak shows, criminals, and 

the “primitive.”82 The marks that Werther figuratively consumes are associated, in other 

                                                 
82 On the class role of corduroy, see Burman (2005). On the changing perceptions of tattooing in both 
Europe and America, see Govenar (1982) and Fenske (2007). 



160 
 

words, with the underclasses of late nineteenth and early twentieth century American 

culture. This is in keeping with his creation of a community of men by swallowing their 

semen; his osculation allows him to fantasize about consuming his partners. 

Again, Werther describes his body as made up of a series of distinct parts, some 

male, some female. His mouth serves as a female orifice, the equivalent of his missing 

vagina. Through his mouth, he is able to consume men, through their semen and other 

marks of their masculinity. Counter to the dominant moral and hygienic discourses of 

nineteenth century America, Werther describes the spending of men’s semen as positive, 

as it allows them to be collected into his body, as “particles in [his] veins.” His fantasies 

naturalize his desire in a similar fashion. Importantly, Werther himself does not desire 

ejaculation, nor does he wish for men to osculate his body or his clothes in return. His 

body serves as an entity that collects and contains men. The interior space of Werther’s 

body thus serves as a central location for others. Werther envisions his body, then, as a 

space in which men can be gathered. These men are kept separate from him, not 

integrated, much as his male parts are kept separate from his female parts. Rather than 

treating the body as needing protection, then, Werther encourages the penetration of his 

boundaries in order to create a new kind of community, one that consumes others into the 

organizing body.  

Werther’s depiction of his body as a communal space is particularly significant 

when the ethnicities and class of his lovers are taken into consideration. Werther 

describes himself as being most attracted to the ultra-virile. He identifies this virility with 

men who live in the slums and/or men who are enlisted soldiers. He transcribes the 
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comments of his lovers in dialect: “There’s few as kin lick me but not many,” for 

example, and “Me hansome! Stop your kiddin” (61). Werther’s sexual partners are coded 

as working-class, through their occupations, locations, and dialect. Their ethnicities are 

explicitly stated in Werther’s discussion of his “stamping ground” in New York City: 

“(1) In the foreign Hebrew quarter… (2) in the foreign Italian quarter, containing also a 

large sprinkling of Irish immigrants… (3) In Chinatown” (120). The men he finds are 

Jewish, Italian, and Irish: “With the exception of the soldiers and sailors, practically all 

my beaux of these neighborhoods were of foreign parentage, but born in New York. The 

Irish predominated, then came the Italians, and then the Hebrews” (120). Werther is most 

attracted to Irish and Italian men: “For years after my fairie apprenticeship I seemed to be 

especially drawn toward young men of Irish blood. The pure Italian type of beauty, 

however, appears to me the highest” (78). The ethnicities in these passages represent the 

densest populations of immigrants in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in 

America. Of the nine million immigrants between 1898 and 1910, for example, “Italians, 

Southern” made up 1.9 million, and “Hebrews” made up another 1.1 million (Schrag 47). 

Werther consumes these men into the nation by consuming their masculinity. 

Significantly, he does not consume Asian immigrants, Black Americans, or Native 

Americans. Though he counts Chinatown among his haunts, he does not approach 

Chinese men, whom he claims are “repulsive” to him (120). Black Americans do not 

merit a mention; Native Americans are only mentioned as examples of the natural history 

of inversion.83 Werther’s state, then, is homogenous, only including those who are, or 

                                                 
83 Werther’s references to Native American culture are primarily anthropological, intended to prove the 
“naturalness” of his desires. Native Americans are thus associated with raw nature; both this, and Werther’s 
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who would become, white.84 This was true, too, of sexological formulations of the 

hermaphrodite, and their depictions of the body. Werther’s vision, by contrast, suggests a 

limited form of inclusion, integrating specific foreign bodies into the community. 

 

Consuming Signifiers 

When he fantasizes about sex with men, or when he wants to show his devotion to 

their masculinity, Werther presses his mouth against their clothes or their tattoos. This is 

a figurative effort at devouring what makes them masculine. It fits in with his desire to 

consume and contain men. The clothes and tattoos, however, are obviously signifiers of 

masculinity. They are the representative marks – quite literally, in the tattoos – of their 

status as male. They can be put onto the male body, as an effort to make legible the 

maleness of a man.  The importance of signifiers in Werther’s book points to an 

important aspect of the book to recognize: that it is a book, and that Werther’s theories 

manifest in a text that he was desperate to circulate. Lee Edelman has written of legible 

same-sex sexuality, and how this associates queer sexualities with text. This association 

manifests in Werther’s book through his approach to the words of others: he does not 

attribute quotations to their authors, and in this way is able to consume and contain these 

                                                                                                                                                 
tendency to refer to these civilizations as historical examples, participates in the phenomenon of the 
“Vanishing Indian” and the sexological discourses of evolutionary development discussed in chapter 3. 
Berry (1960), Dippie (1991), and Brantlinger (2003). 
 
84 Scott Herring notes in the introduction to Autobiography of an Androgynethat slumming literature—
which Werther’s narrative also borrows from—is focused on the observation of “foreign bodies,” and their 
gradual inclusion within the American narrative. In this, Werther’s narrative reflects the changes that took 
place in American views of race during the long nineteenth century, particularly the politicized push to 
consider certain groups of immigrants “white.” See Noel Ignatiev (1995), Karen Brodkin (1998), David 
Roediger (2005), Dana D. Nelson (1998), Nell Irvin Painter (2011). This anxiety was often reflected in 
nineteenth-century entertainments, with minstrelsy as a prime example. For discussions of this 
phenomenon, see Eric Lott (1995); Robert C. Toll (1996). 
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words. What this creates is a counterpublic, a text that resists normative discourse in 

order to create a radically different textual community. 

If the invert was hermaphroditic, then non-inverted men should have no female 

parts. This had the unintended consequence that all men – even those who were 

considered normal – ran the risk of appearing not-manly-enough. In this system, then, the 

imperative to be legibly normal fell more heavily on the shoulders of the normal man. 

The invert, who was automatically outside of the norm, had no such restrictions. What is 

more, his position meant that the invert had more knowledge than other men about 

inversion.  He was therefore able to read the signs of deviance more easily and more 

accurately than others. Werther gives an example of this when he writes that “the voice is 

one of the chief criteria by which to determine abnormal sexuality,” but that his college 

associates “never showed evidence of a suspicion that [he] might be an invert.” Werther, 

by contrast, says that he can “diagnose a man sexually simply by hearing him sing” (23). 

Men who are not inverts might never suspect that they are in the presence of an invert, 

because they lack the education to recognize or read him. The invert, on the other hand, 

can read female characteristics in a man who seems to pass as normal; this threatens the 

seemingly transparent, stable qualities of maleness.  The effort to make the invert’s body 

readable, in other words, leads to undermining the cohesiveness of the “normal.” 

Lee Edelman uses the term “homographesis” to describe this destabilizing 

potential contained within the sexological system. Edelman writes that “homosexual 

difference,” or the idea that same-sex desire is legible on the body, “produces the 

imperative to recognize and expose it precisely to the extent that it threatens to remain 
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unmarked and undetected, and thereby to disturb the stability of the paradigms through 

which sexual difference can be interpreted and gender difference can be enforced” (11).85 

By establishing that there were people who could desire abnormally – no matter how 

much they tried to tie this desire to heterosexuality – and by trying to identify and classify 

these sexual deviants, sexologists threatened the primacy of the norm. In this view, 

deviant sexuality was a threat only insofar as it remained invisible or unidentified. This 

meant that inversion has to be correctly identified and discovered; all people have to be 

on guard for the signs of inversion, and have to make sure that they do not appear 

inverted. The invert, by making the normal man conscious of both his male body and his 

performance of maleness, threatens the invisibility and transparency of maleness. 

Edelman points out that this emphasis on legibility, and the anxieties about accurate 

reading, associates same-sex desire with written text.   

Werther’s use of quotations shows how he plays with the textual and rhetorical 

norms of sexological writing, his take on homographesis. The quotes that he uses as 

evidence of his legible sexuality are also a means of bringing men together within the 

aegis of his book. In an early passage of the Autobiography, Werther lists his various 

feminine attributes, as part of his argument that he has a hermaphroditic body. He 

supports his claim to female parts with statements by male acquaintances. He cites his 

peers at school: “My schoolmates said that I would make a good-looking girl and that 

kissing me was ‘as good as kissing a girl.’” He then transcribes the statements of his 

college classmates, who said that Werther”was like a woman in form and manners.” 

                                                 
85 While Edelman underscores the connection between gay men and text using this theoretical formulation, 
his emphasis on the idea of the legible body suggests ties to 19th and early 20th century inversion as much as 
modern concepts of homosexuality. 
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These comments apparently persisted into his adulthood: “‘He blushes like a woman,’ 

was said of me. Later, in my fairie days, my associates would remark that my hands felt 

like a woman” (23). Later in the book, Werther notes that “down to my middle thirties... 

[my associates] have described me as ‘mild-eyed,’ ‘inoffensive,’ ‘childlike,’ and 

‘lamblike’” (47). In another instance, Werther writes that an “anatomist of national 

reputation” who “pronounced approximately one-third the exterior lines of my body 

those of the female” (24). In each of these passages, Werther is citing men as reliable 

sources for evidence of the female aspects of his body. These men are given the role of 

experts because of their maleness, which puts them in a position of authority on what 

constitutes female traits. Yet Werther does not name men in particular, and for the most 

part does not identify individual men. Instead he attributes the vast majority of the 

quotations to groups of men, such as “my schoolmates” or “my every-day associates.” 

One obvious reason for Werther to leave the names of his sources out of the book 

is for the protection of anonymity. Including their names would risk both their reputations 

and, more importantly, would threaten Werther’s own anonymity. “Ralph Werther,” after 

all, was a pseudonym, taken on as an acknowledgment of the damage his book would do 

to his professional reputation. As Krafft-Ebing and other sexologists had discovered, too, 

anonymity of all kinds could make sexological texts more popular, since they suggested 

the possibility of a titillating secret life lived by the people around the reader; Werther 

may have seen anonymity as a possible means of seducing a broader audience. When 

these men are quoted as part of a larger body, or under the epithet of their profession (“an 

anatomist”), they no longer control or own their words. Instead, Werther takes these 
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quotations into the body of his work, essentially taking ownership of the language away 

from the men who originally made the statements. The quotations become a part of 

Werther’s story, rather than statements made by individuals. The words then become part 

of Werther’s book, these men contained within the body of the text. 

Werther’s representations of the germ and of his sexual relationships are 

organized around the oral, and more specifically around his mouth. This is based on a 

hermaphroditic logic, where his female mouth allows him to consume and contain men, 

creating a community within the confines of his body. In a similar fashion, Werther 

brings men into the boundaries of his book. This inclusion of others through the 

representative substance of their words creates a counterpublic within the book. In 

“Publics and Counterpublics,” Michael Warner writes that texts create a public out of 

their readers. A public created by the text creates a “social imaginary,” where strangers 

relate to one another through their shared interest and experience within the text (75). The 

text creates its own world in this social imaginary: “Public discourse says not only ‘Let a 

public exist’ but ‘Let it have this character, speak this way, see the world in this way’” 

(Warner 114). These are universal terms of a public created by a text. What distinguishes 

counterpublics, Warner argues, is that “they try to supply different ways of imagining 

stranger sociability and its reflexivity,” offering a different social imaginary that operates 

as a reverse discourse (114-115). Werther creates one such counterpublic within his text. 

He uses the tropes of mainstream sexological writing: the genre of the case narrative, the 

imagination of the invert as a hermaphrodite, the relationship between sexual germs, and 

the interaction between the invert and other men. He uses these concepts, however, to 
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create a radically different vision of how the world works. In this view of the world, 

penetrability is not something to be feared, but desired; it is even a means of creating a 

radically new kind of public. 
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