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ONE

Of Language and the Flesh

The first thing that strikes the careless observer is
that women are unlike men. They are “the opposite
sex” (though why “opposite” 1 do not know: what
is the “neighboring sex™). But the fundamental
thing is thar women are more like men than any-
thing elsc in the world. x

DOROTHY L SAYERS
*THE HUMAN-HOT-QUITE-HUMAN®

An interpretive chasm scparates two interpretations, fifty years apart, of
the same story of death and desire told by an eighteenth-century physi-
cian obsessed with the problem of distinguishing real from apparent
death.!

The story begins when a young aristocrat whose family circumstances
forced him into religious orders came one day to a country inn. He found
the innkeepers overwhelmed with grief at the death of their only daugh-
ter, a girl of great beauty. She was not to be buried until the next day, and
the bereaved parents asked the young monk to keep watch over her body
through the night. This he did. and more. Reports of her beauty had
piqued his curiosity. He pulled back the shroud and, instead of finding
the corpse “disfigured by the horrors of death.” found its features still
gracefully animated. The young man lost all restraint, forgot his vows,
and took “the same liberties with the dead that the sacraments of mar-
riage would have permitted in life.” Ashamed of what he hald done, t‘Fu:
hapless necrophilic monk departed hastily in the morning without wait-
ing for the scheduled interment.

When time for burial came, indeed just as the coffin bearing the dgad
girl was being lowered into the ground, someone felt movement coming
from the inside. The lid was tomn off: the girl began to stif and soon
recovered from what proved not to have been real death at all but only
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coma. Needless to say, the parents were Gk'ﬂ"jl_’?!-'l_‘d_m have their "jli"‘ght“
back, although their pleasure was severcly tilmlnlﬂlifd .h].' the discovery
that she was pregnant and, moreover, could give no satsfactory account
of how she had come to be that way. In their embarrassment, the inn-
keepers consigned the daughter to a convent as soon as her baby was
born. )

Soon business brought the young aristocrat, oblivious of the conse-
quences of his passion but far richer and no longer in hﬂii}' .nrd:.'rs because
he had come into his inheritance, back to the scene of his crime. Once
again he found the innkeepers in a state of consternation and quickly
understood his part in causing their new misfortune. He hastened to the
convent and found the object of his necrophilic desire more beautiful
alive than dead. He asked for her hand and with the sacrament of mar-
riage legitimized their child.

The moral that Jacques-Jean Bruhier asks his readers to draw from this
story is that only scientific tests can make certain thar a person is really
dead and that even very intimate contact with a body leaves room for
mistakes, But Bruhier’s contemporary, the noted surgeon Antoine Louis,
came to a very different conclusion, one more germane to the subject of
this book, when he analyzed the case in 1752.2 Based on the cvidence
that Bruhier himself offered, Louis argucs, no one could have doubted
that the girl was not dead: she did not, as the young monk testified, look
dead and moreover who knows if she did not give some “demonstrative
signs” in proof of her liveliness, signs that any eighteenth-century doctor
or even layperson would have expected in the circumstances.

Bruhier carlier on in his book had cited numerous instances of seem-
ingly dead young women who were revived and saved from untimely
burial by amorous embraces; sexual ccstasy, “dying” in eighteenth-
:’:cntur}r par]am_:t, turned out for some to be the path to life. l_hvc, that
“‘wonderful satisfactory Death and . . | voluntary Separation of Soul and
Bod?r,” as an Erfglish physician called ir, guarded the gates of the tomb.?
But in this case it would have seemed extremely unlikely to an cighteenth-

child without moving and thereby betraying her death.+ Any medical
book or one of the scores of popular midwifery, health, or marﬁng-: man-
wals circulating in all the languages of Europe reported it as a common-
place that “when the seed jssues in the act of generation [from both men
;n? women] there at the same time arises an extra-ordinary titillation and

clight in all members of the body.$ Without orgasm, another widely
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circulated text announced, ‘f‘h‘: fair sex [would] neither desire nuptial
tmbHCcr?, nor have pleasure in them, nor conceive by them.”¢

The girl must have shuddered, just a bit. If not her rosy cheeks then
the tremors of '.'cncn?al orgasm would have given her away. Bruhier’s
story was thus one of fraud and not of apparent death; the innkecpers’
daulgll'ltcr ‘“d_ﬂ“ monk simply conspired, Louis concludes, to escape cul-
pability by feigning coma until the last possible moment before burial.

In 1836 the rale was told again, but now with a new twist. This time,
the reality of the girl’s deathlike comarose state was not questioned. On
the contrary, her becoming pregnant under these conditions was cited by
Dr. Michael Ryan as one among many other cases of intercourse with
insensible women to prove that orgasm was irrelevant to conception. (In
one story, for example, an ostler confesses that he came to an inn and had
sex with, and made pregnant, a girl who was so dead asleep before the .
fire that he was long gone before she awoke.) Not only need a woman |
not feel pleasure to conceive; she need not even be conscious.”

Near the end of the Enlightenment, in the period between these two
rehearsals of the rale of the innkeepers’ daughter, medical science and
those who relied on it ceased to regard the female orgasm as relevant to
generation. Conception, it was held, could take place secretly, with no
tellale shivers or signs of arousal; the ancient wisdom that “apart from
pleasure nothing of mortal kind comes into existence” was uprooted.®
Previously a sign of the generative process, deeply embedded in the bod-
ies of men and women, a feeling whose existence was no more open to
debate than was the warm, pleasurable glow that usually accompanies a
good meal, orgasm was relegated to the realm of mere sensation, to the
periphery of human physiology—accidental, expendable, a contingent
bonus of the reproductive act. N |

This reorientation applied in principle to the sexual functioning of i
both men and women. But no one writing on such marters ever sﬂ‘much i
a5 entertained the idea that male passions and pleasures in gc:ncra_l did not |
exist or that orgasm did not accompany ejaculation during coition. Not |
so for women. The newly “discovered” contingency of delight opened up \
the possibility of female passivity and “passionlessness.” The F'_“ri’“":i
independence of gencration from pleasure created the space in “Thl
women’s sexual nature could be redefined, debated, denied, or qualified.

J
|
|
And so it was of course. Endlessly. I"i]
|
|

s

The old valences were overturned. The commonplace of much contem-
hile women want relation-

porary psychology—that men want sEX W |

OF LANGUAGE AND THE FLESH - 3




OF LANGUAGE AND THE FLESH - 4

ships—is the precise inversion of p_rc.:-Eniig.hn-u.nmnr NOtons r.har_. ex-
tending back to antiquity, equated friendship with men and fleshliness
with women. Women, whose desires knew no bounds in the old scheme
of things, and whose reason offered so lirtle ru.','i.'-'r-.w.u':: to passion, became
in some accounts creatures whose whole reproductive life might be spent
anesthetized to the pleasures of the flesh. When, in the late ecighteenth
century, it became a possibility that “the majority of women are not much
tmubh::d with sexual feelings,” the presence or absence of orgasm became
a biological signpost of sexual difference.

The new conceptualization of female orgasm, however, was but one
formulation of a more radical eighteenth-century reinterpretation of the
female body in relation to the male. For thousands of years it had been a
commonplace that women had the same genitals as men except that, as
Nemesius, bishop of Emesa in the fourth century, put it: “theirs are inside
the body and not outside it.”1° Galen, who in the second century A.p.
developed the most powerful and resilient model of the structural,
though not spatial, identity of the male and female reproductive organs,
demonstrated at length that women were essentially men in whom a lack
of vital heat—of perfection—had resulted in the retention. inside, of
structures that in the male are visible without. Indeed, doggerel verse of
the carly nineteenth century still sings of these hoary homologies I ng

after they had disappeared from learned rexts:

though they of different sexes be,
Yet on the whole they are the same as we.
For those that have the strictest searchers been,
Find women are but men rurmned outside in.!

In this world the vagina is imagined as an interior penis, the labia as
foreskin, the uterus as scrotum, and the ovaries as testicles. The learned
F}ajen could cite the dissections of the Alexandrian anatomist Herophilus,
in the third century B.C., to support his claim that a2 woman has testes
vfurh accompanying seminal ducts very much like the man’s, one on each
§1dc of the utcrus, the only difference being that the male’s
In the scrotum and the female’s are not. 12

Language marks this view of sexual difference. For rwo millennia the
avary, an organ that by the early ninetcenth century had become a
ecdoche for woman, had not even a name of ' ;
by the same word he uses for the

are contained

yo-
its own. Galen refers to it
male testes, orcheis, allowing context to




mahlt d"?f which sex he is concerned with. Herophilus had called the
ovarics didymoi in?;msl, a_mmhcr standard Greek word for testicles, and
was 50 caught up in the female-as-male model thar he saw the Fallopian
tubes—the spermaric ducts that led from cach “testicle”—as growing
into the neck of the bladder as do the spermatic ducts in men.! They
very clearly do not. Galen points out this error, surprised that so careful
an observer could have commurted it, and yet the correction had no effect
on the status of the model as a whole. Nor is there any technical term in
Latin or Greek, or in the European vernaculars untl around 1700, for
vagina as the tube or sheath into which its opposite, the penis, fits and
through which the infant is born.

But then, in or about the late eighteenth, to use Virginia Woolf’s de-
vice, human sexual nature changed. On this point, at least, scholars as
theoretically distant from one another as Michel Foucault, Ivan Illich, and
Lawrence Stone agree.'* By around 1800, writers of all sorts were deter-
mined to base what they insisted were fundamental differences between
the male and female sexes, and thus between man and woman, on discov-
erable biological distinctions and to express these in a radically different
rhetoric. In 1803, for example, Jacques-Louis Morcau, one of the found-
ers of “moral anthropology,” argued passionately against the nonsense
written by Anstotle, Galen, and their modern followers on the subject of
women in relation to men. Not only are the sexes different, burt they are
different in every conceivable aspect of body and soul, in every physical
and moral aspect. To the physician or the naturalist, the relation of
woman to man is “a series of oppositions and contrasts” 15 In place of
what, in certain situations, strikes the modern imagination as an almost
perverse insistence on understanding sexual difference as a matter of ,d:.
gree, gradations of one basic male type, thcrf_ arose a shrill call £ ATECL:
late sharp corporeal distinctions. Doctors claimed to be able to fdentzfy
“the essential features that belong to her, that serve o distinguish her,

that make her what she 1s™:

All parts of her body present the same differences: all .cxprt:ss woman; the
brow, the nose, the eyes, the mouth, the cars, the chin, the cheeks. If xl::
shift our view to the inside, and with the help of the scalpel, lay bare t

i i s Ene eryw! ... the same differ-
organs, the tissucs, the fibers, we encounter everywhere

ence. '#
Thus the old model, in which men and women Were arraved according

to their degree of metaphysical perfection, their vital heat, along an axis

£
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whose telos was male, gave way by the late cighteenth century to a new
model of radical dimorphism, of biological divergence. An anatomy and
physiology of incommensurability mPh._—cd a metaphysics of hierarchy in
the representation of woman in relation to man.

By the late nineteenth century, so it was argued, the new difference
could be demonstrated not just in visible bodies but in its microscopic
building blocks. Sexual difference in kind, not dCETF¢~ -"’“"'_“‘_i solidly
grounded in nature. Patrick Geddes, a prominent professor of biology as
well as a town planner and writer on a wide range of social issues, used
cellular physiology to explain the “fact™ that women were “more passive,
conservative, sluggish and stable” than men, while men were “more ac-
tive, energetic, eager, passionate, and variable.” He thought that with rare
exceptions—the sea horse, the occasional species of bird—males were
constituted of catabolic cells, cells that put out energy. They spent in-
come, in one of Geddes’ favorite metaphors. Female cells, on the other
hand, were anabolic; they stored up and conserved energy. And though
he admitted that he could not fully claborate the connection berween
these biological differences and the “resulting psychological and social
differentiations,” he nevertheless justified the respective cultural roles of
men and women with breathtaking boldness. Differences may be exag-
gerated or lessened, bur to obliterate them “it would be necessary to have
all the evolution over again on a new basis. Whar was decided aﬁmng the
pre-historic Protozoa cannot be annulled by an act of Parliament.”!” Mi-
croscopic organisms wallowing in the primordial ooze determined the
irreducible distinctions between the sexes and the place of each in society.

These formulations suggest a third and still more general aspect of the
shift in the meaning of sexual difference. The dominant, though by no
means universal, view since the cighteenth century has been that there are
two Ismble. incommensurable, opposite sexes and that the political, eco-
mrm;, and culrural Iivcs“of men ;Imd women, their gender roles. are
Etj: ﬁ;‘d Emc bF:cts." Biology—the stable, ahistorical, sexed
clai.n};s about t'i::: sm:i,alt{;rdt ﬂjﬂi e fﬂunr:lanm-! e pr_cs:rt‘ripri\--:
ment, there was a seemi I':I en-:ﬁl: ning dramatically in the Enlighten-
books whose v o T of h:lﬁks_and chapters of

ery ttles belie their commitment to this new vision of
:;:‘;ccﬁ:;it;:grrﬁiii?m? Systéme physique et moral de la frmme, Bra-
and Geddes' starkly uncoirnn .ot U moral de la femme,” Thompson
¥ mLﬂumnusmg Sex. The phl’SlL:ﬂ “real” world in
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these accounts, and in the hundreds like them. is pri :
independent of the claims made in its nnmc,Lm* bk

Earlier writers from th.c l?-rccks onward could obviously distinguish
nature from culmrc, phusis from nomos (though these categories are the
creation of a particular moment and had different meanings then).'® But,
as | gathered and worked through the material that forms this book, it
became increasingly clear that it is very difficult to read ancient, medieval,
and Renaissance texts about the body with the epistemological lens of the
Enlightenment through which the physical world—the body—appears
as “real,” while its cultural meanings are epiphenomenal. Bodies in these
texts did strange, remarkable, and to modern readers impossible things.
In future generations, writes Origen, “the body would become less
‘thick, less ‘coagulated,’ less ‘hardened,’” as the spirit warmed to God;
physical bodies themselves would have been radically different before the
fall, imagines Gregory of Nyssa: male and female coexisted with the im-
age of God, and sexual differentiation came about only as the represen-
tation in the flesh of the fall from grace.'? (In a nineteenth-century Urdu
guide for ladies, based firmly in Galenic medicine, the prophet Mo-
hammed is listed at the top of a list of exemplary women.? Caroline
Bynum writes about women who in imitation of Christ received the stig-
mata or did not require food or whose flesh did not stink when putrify-
ing.?! There are numerous accounts of men who were said to lactate and
pictures of the boy Jesus with breasts. Girls could turn into boys, and
men who associated too extensively with women could lose the hardness
and definition of their more perfect bodies and regress into effeminacy.
Culture. in short, suffused and changed the body that to the modern
sensibility seems so closed, autarchic, and outside the realm of meaning,.

One might of course deny that such things happened or read them as
entirely metaphorical or give individual, naturalistic explanations for oth-
erwise bizarre occurrences: the girl chasing her swine w‘hr:.- suddenly
sprung an external penis and scrotum, reported _h}f Montaigne and the
sixteenth-century surgeon Ambroise Par¢ as an instance of sex change,
was reallv suffering from androgen-dihydrostestosteronc deficiency; she
was really a boy all along who developed external it
though i-_triu-p-g not as prccipimusl}’ as these acc-;l:-unl:_s, woul t.'uavc i
This, however, is an unconscionably external, shistorical, and MP;EF
ished approach to a vast and complex literature about the body and cul-
ture.

male organs in puberty,

LZZ
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I want to propose instead that in these pre-Enlightenment texts, an!;i
even some later ones, se¥; or the body, must be understood as the epi-
phenomenon, while gender, what we would take to be a cultural catcg;:cr:]
was primary or “real.” Gender—man and womanfmancrt‘d a great
and was part of the order of things; sex was cnf:vcnl:lnnaj, though modern
terminology makes such a reordering nonsensical. At the very least, what
we call sex and gender were in the “one-sex model” expllql:i}-' btfmnd up
in a circle of meanings from which escape to a supposed biological sub-
stratc—the strategy of the Enlightenment—was impossible. In the world
of one sex, it was precisely when talk seemed to be most directly about
the biology of two sexes that it was most embedded in the politics of
gender, in culture. To be a man or a woman was to hold a social rank, a
place in society, to assume a cultural role, not to be organically one or the
other of two incommensurable sexes. Sex before the seventeenth century,
in other words, was still a sociological and not an ontological category.

How did the change from what I have called a one-sex/flesh model to
a two-sex/flesh model take place? Why, to take the most specific case first,
did sexual arousal and its fulfillment—specifically female sexual arousal—
become irrelevant to an understanding of conception? (This, it seems to
me, is the initial necessary step in creating the model of the passionless
female who stands in sharp biological contrast to the male.) The obvious
answer would be the march of progress; science might not be able to
explain sexual politics, but it could provide the basis on which to theo-
rize. The ancients, then, were simply wrong. In the human female and in
most other mammals—though not in rabbits, minks, and ferrets—ovu-
lation is in fucr ?ndepcndcnt of intercourse, not to speak of pleasure. Dr.
R}':fn was right in his interpretation of the story of the innkeepers’ daugh-
:;r ;t; i?:hu;:?nsciﬂus women can conceive and that orgasm has nothing
he argues rha: ﬁatéfﬂ Iingus o c“mﬁ_n"}' this case when
sexual Plcasun; were : rm E}:ghmmm century, “the rights of women to
quence of the claborr;?inm T e croded as an unexpected conse-

- n of more sophisticated models of reproduc-
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Bl_“ in fact no SUfh_diMm'crics took place. Scientific advances do not
entail the dcnmnqn of female orgasm. True, by the 1840s it had become
clear that, at least in dogs, ovulation could occur without coition and thus
presumably without orgasm. And it was immediately postulated that the
human female, like the canine bitch, was a “spﬂntar;cous ovulator,” pro-
ducing an egg during the periodic heat that in women was known as the
menses. But the available evidence for this half truth was at best slight
and highly ambiguous. Ovulation, as one of the pioneer twentieth-
century investigators in reproductive biology pur it, “is silent and occult:
neither self-observanion by women nor medical study through all the cen-
turies prior to our own era taught mankind to recognize it.”?5 Indeed,
standard medical-advice books recommended that to avoid conception
women should have intercourse during the middle of their menstrual
cycles, during days twelve through sixteen, now known as the period of
maximum fertility. Until the 1930s, even the outlines of our modem
understanding of the hormonal control of ovulation were unknown.

In short, positive advances in science seem to have had little to do with
the shift in interpreting the story of the innkeepers’ daughter. The reeval-
uation of pleasure occurred more than a century before reproductive
physiology could come to its support with any kind of deserved authority.
Thus the question remains why, before the nineteenth century, commen-
tators interpreted conception without orgasm as the exception, an oddity
that proved nothing, while later such cases were regarded as perfectly
normal and illustrative of a general truth about reproduction.

Unlike the demise of orgasm in reproductive physiology, the more gen-
eral shift in the interpretation of the male and female bodies cannot have
been due, even in principle, to scientific progress. In the first place, “op-
positions and contrasts™ berween the female and the r_nalc, if one wishes
to construe them as such, have been clear since the beginning of time: the
one gives birth and the other docs not. Set against such momentous
truths, the diﬁ-ﬂﬂ\'fr}' that the ovarian artery 15 not, as Galen would have

it. the female version of the vas deferens is of relanvely minor significance.

The same can be said about the “discoveries” of more rgccnt rc.irc.h on
ral determinants or Insigoia

the biochemical, neurological, or other natu

of sexual difference. As Anne Fausto-Sterling has documented, a va;:
amount of negative data that shows no regular dfﬂ-‘cr:nc-:s berween o :
sexes is simply not reported.*® Moreover, what evidence there does exis

for biological difference with a gen

dered behavioral result is either highly




a variety of methodological reasons, or ambiguous, or proof

suspect for women are very close neighbors

of Dorothy Sayers’ notion ?at rru::JI jamd
; if it is of anything ar all.
md'gtfsl:z,l:ﬁg:imct and sfmcncss* more or ir:.-a.s.rccumiir_c, : nrcrd-.c
where: but which ones count “"‘_i for wha_[ ends 15 dctr:rfr}m ﬂ‘u-.:!m
the bounds of empirical investigation. Thc1 fact that at one time the dom-
inant discourse construed the male and female bl'.Kilth as hlcrarlchu.:all}r,
vertically, ordered versions of one sex and at another time as honumt?.u}-
ordered opposites, as incommensurable, must depend on mmg
other than even a great constellation of real or supposed discovenes.
Moreover, nineteenth-century advances in c?ic?'-:iupmcnt.ﬂ anatomy
(germ-layer theory) pointed to the common origins of huth sxes in
morphologically androgynous embryo and thus not to their intrinsic dif-
ference. Indeed, the Galenic isomorphisms of male and female organs
were by the 1850s rearticulated at the embryological level as homo-
logues: the penis and the clitoris, the labia and the scrotum, the ovary
and the testes, scientists discovered, shared common origins in fetal life.
There was thus scientific evidence in support of the old view should it
have been culturally relevant. Or, conversely, no one was much interested
in looking for evidence of two distinct sexes, at the anatomical and con-
crete physiological differences between men and women, until such dif-
ferences became politically important. It was not, for example, until 1759
that anyone bothered to reproduce a derailed female skeleton in an anat-
omy book to illustrate its difference from the male. Up to this ime there
had been one basic structure for the human body, and that structure was
male.?” And when differences were discovered they were already, in the
very form of their representation, deeply marked by the power politics of
gender. ’ '
tdl.nstcad of bcing ic consequence of increased specific scientific knowl-
mii;izv“ﬂ“iﬁumhm:z?ﬁﬁng_ 'th bn_d}-. were the result of two brmd:t
mologic al; e mi:r lit'u:fr;;;t“}' .‘jlﬁflﬂfh developments: one episte-
ot conseris mePEcﬂli ﬁs} thf.i late seventeenth century, in certain
some larger order in which t‘;;ch nhl::t ::]gcr ru:g.a.r-.icd R numlcusm of
upon layer of signification. Science ?Hmr: 's PositioRe SR AR
S dbonies. e e b no longer generated the hmrch:u
scientific endeavor b ances that bring the whole world into every
Foucaulr argues :11;: ue thercby create 2 body of knowledge that is, as
» At once endless and poverty-stricken.2® Sex as it has been
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seen since the E!'ulighttmncnt—ns the biological foundation of what it is
to be male and female—was made possible by this epistemic shift.

But epistemology alone does not produce two opposite sexes; it does
so only in certain political circumstances. Politics, broadly understood as
the competition for power, generates new ways of l:ﬂﬂSt}t‘thing the sub-
ject and the social realines within which humans dwell. Serious talk about
sexuality is thus inevitably abour the social order that it both represents
and legitimates. “Society,” writes Maurice Godelier, “haunts the body’s
sexuality.”®

Ancient accounts of reproductive biology, still persuasive in the early
cighteenth century, linked the intimate, experiential qualities of sexual
delight to the social and the cosmic order. More generally, biology and
human sexual experience mirrored the metaphysical reality on which, it
was thought, the social order rested. The new biology, with its search for
fundamental differences berween the sexes, of which the tortured ques-
tioning of the very existence of women’s sexual pleasure was a part,
emerged at preciscly the time when the foundations of the old social or- ]
der were shaken once and for all. i

Bur social and political changes are not, in themselves, explanations for
the reinterpretation of bodies. The rise of evangelical religion, Enlight- )
enment political theory, the development of new sorts of public spaces in I
the eighteenth century, Lockean ideas of marriage as a contract, the cata-
clysmic possibilities for social change wrought by the Frgnch revolution,
postrevolutionary conservarisim, pustrcx-nlurionar}r fcr:rﬁmsm, the _tacm{n;
systemn with its restructuring of the sexual division of labor, the rise u_t a
free market cconomy in services or commodities, the birth of classes, sin-
gly or in combination—none of these things caused ﬂlff mlakjlng of a new .'|'
sexed body. Instead, the remaking of the body is itself intrinsic to each of |
these devel nts.

This bcmﬂccn, is abour the making not of gender, but of sex. I have I
no interest in denying the reality of sex or of scxual_dlmor.phisljnalas an :‘
evolutionary process. But [ want to show on the basis of historical evi- I
dence that almost everything one wants 10 52y about s;;x—lrhcwevcr S |
understood—already has in it a claim about gender. Sex, in both Th sl Z ‘
<ex and the two-sex worlds, is situational; it is explicable only within the :
context of battles over gender and power holarship in general are inex-

To a great extent my book and feminist 5 e tf.c een language on
tricably caught in the rensions of this formulation: DEW |

11
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the one hand and extralinguistic reality on the other; berween nature and
culture; berween “biological sex™ and the endless social and political
markers of difference.*® We remain poised between the body as thar ex-
traordinarily fragile, feeling, and transient mass of flesh with which we
are all familiar—too familiar—and the body that s so hopelessly bound
to its cultural meanings as to elude unmediated access.

The analytical distinction between sex and gender gives voice to these
alternatives and has always been precarious. In addition to those who
would climinate gender by arguing that so-called cultural differences are
really natural, there has been a powerful tendency among feminists to
empty sex of its content by arguing, conversely, that natural differences
are really cultural. Already by 1975, in Gayle Rubin’s classic account of
how a social sex/gender system “transforms biological sexuality into
products of human activity,” the presence of the body is so veiled as to be
almost hidden.*! Sherry Ortner and Harriet Whitchead further erode the
body’s priority over language with their self-conscious use of quotation
marks around “givens” in the claim that “what gender is, what men and
women are . . . do not simply reflect or elaborate upon biological ‘givens’
but are largely products of social and cultural processes.”™* “It is also
dangerous to place the body at the center of a scarch for female identity,”
reads a French feminist manifesto.**

But if not the body, then what? Under the influence of Foucault, vari-
ous versions of deconstruction, Lacanian psychoanalysis, and poststruc-
turalism generally, it threatens to disappear entirely.® (The deconstruc-
tion of stable meaning in texts can be regarded as the general case of the
deconstruction of sexual difference: “what can ‘identity, even ‘sexual
identity, mean in a new theoretical and scientific space where the very
notion of identity is challenged?” writes Julia Kristeva.*®) These strategics
have begun to have considerable impact among historians. Gender to
Joan Scott, for example, is not a category that mediates between fixed
biological difference on the onc hand and historically contingent social
relations on the other. Rather it includes both biology and socicty: “a
constitutive clement of social relationships based on perveived differences
between the sexes . . . a primary way of signifying relationships of power”™*

But feminists do not need French philosophy to repudiate the sev/
gender distinction. For quite different reasons, Catharine MacKinnon ar-
gues explicitly that gender is the division of men and women caused “by
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the social requirements of heterosexuality, which institutionalizes male
sexual dominance and female sexual submission”: sex—which comes to
the same thing—is social relations “organized so that men may dominate
and women must submit.”3” “Science,” Ruth Bleier argues, mistakenly
views “gender attributions as matural categories for which biological ex-
planations are appropriate and even necessary.”*® Thus some of the so-
called sex differences in biological and sociological research turn out to
be gender differences after all, and the distinction between nature and
culrure collapses as the former folds into the larter.

Finally, from a different philosophical perspective, Foucault has even
further rendered problematic the nature of human sexuality in relation to
the body. Sexuality is not, he argues, an inherent quality of the flesh that
various societies extol or repress—not, as Freud would seem to have it, a
biological drive that civilization channels in one direction or another. It
is instead a way of fashioning the self “in the experience of the flesh,”
which itself is “constituted from and around certain forms of behavior™
These forms, in turn, exist in relation to historically specifiable systems of
knowledge, rules of what is or is not natural, and to what Fn_ucault calls
“3 mode or relation berween the individual and himself which enables
him to recognize himself as a sexual subject amidst others.” (More gen-
erallv. these systems of knowledge determine what can be thc:ught WI.ﬂ"I.I.I'l
them.) Sexuality as a singular and all-important human artribute with a
specific object —the opposite sex—is the product ut_thc late tightctnﬁ
century. There is nothing natural abour it. Rather, !1kc the whole ;I.rﬂr.
for Mietzsche (the great philosophical influence on Foucault), sexuality 15
“a sort of artwork.”* oo

Thus, from a variety of pt‘rspl’.'cti\'t.:s, the mmtbnabl_f: nu_tlofl lsn:kh?keﬂ
that man is man and woman is woman and that the histonan’s t :c. w
find out what thev did, what they thought, and what was tlhgusllt a :1{:
them. That “thlﬁg," sex, about which P‘:“'_P!“ had hchtl-:s aeizslf o
crumble. But the flesh, like the repressed, will not Ic-.ng allow

- - an in culrure, Jeffrey
remain in silence. The fact that we bcmmclhummh b
Weeks maintains, does not give us license o 1Ef“_°"‘: f;]e(;i aécls el ol
vious that sex is something more than what sot_lm*_.h w;gindngs' N
naming makes it.”* The body reappears ﬂﬁ..“ "-1 :ics:ulrurc- (Foucault,
who would turn artention to language, PSS J:l ace in the flesh from
for example, longs for a nonconstructed utopian sp
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r: “the rallying point for the counterat-
not to be sex-desire, but

which to undermine “bio-powe _
tack against the deployment of sexuality ought

: 1
bodies and pleasures.”* .
In my own life, too, the fraught chasm between representanion and

reality, seeing-as and seeing, remains. I spent lf}'ﬂﬂ—ﬂl in m:cﬁcal_.schml
and studied what was really there as systematically as time and circum-
stances permitted. Body as cultural construct met body on the dissecting
table; more or less schematic anatomical 11I1.|51:r;1r1nns—_thc most accurate
modern science had to offer—rather hopelessly confronted the actual
tangles of the human neck. For all of my awareness of how deeply our
understanding of what we saw was historically contingent—the product
of institutional, political, and epistemological contingencies—the flesh in
its simplicity seemed always to shine through.

I remember once spending the better part of a day watching doctors
and nurses trying vainly to stem the flow of blood from the ruptured
esophageal varices of a middle-aged dentist, who that moming had
walked into the emergency room, and to replace it pint by pint into his
veins as they pumped it out of his stomach. In the late afternoon 1 left to
hear Don Giovanni—I was after all only an observer and was doing the
patient no good. The next morning he was dead, a fact that scemed of an
entirely different order from Mozart’s play on the body or the history of
representation that constitutes this book. (“I know when one is dead, and
when one lives. / She’s dead as carth” howled Lear.)

But my acquaintance with the medical aspect of bodies goes back far-
!:htr than 1981. I grew up the son of a pathologist. Most Sunday morn-
ings as a boy I went with my father to his laboratory to watch him
prepare surgical specimens for microscopic examination; he sliced up kid-
neys, lungs, and other organs preparatory to their being fixed in wax,
stained, z_md mounted on slides to be “read” As he went abour this deli-
cate carving and subsequent reading, he spoke into a dictating machine
about what he saw. Bodies, or in any case body parts
ably real. I remember reading his autopsy protocols,
covered divan in his study, resonant with .
scemed like medical epic: “The body
casian malt In emaciated condition. It was opened with the usual Y-
shaped incision” “The body is that of a well-nourished fifty-seven-v
old female. It was opened with the usual Y-shaped incision.” cn-ycar-

Three months before my father died of cancer, and only weecks before

» seemed unimpeach-
stacked on the kelim-
the formulas of what to me
is that of a sixty-five-year-old Cau-

OF LANGUAGE AND THE FLESH 14



‘Fu-ain n:_-:a.smis made it impossible for him to think, he helped me in
interpreting th; German gg;pcmtngica] literature cited in Chapters 5 and
% Mot of which was by his own medical-school teachers. More to the
point, he tutored me on whar one could actually see, for example, in the
—_— m_ of an ovary with the naked eye or through the n‘Licrt;Sl:OP“-‘.
“Is it plausible,” I would ask, “thar, as ninﬂctnﬂi-ccnmry doctors
dflin!cd, one could count the number of ovulatory scars [the corpus al-
bigans| and correlate them with the number of menstrual cycles?” My
father was the expert on what was really there. ,

Bur he figures also in its deconstruction. As a recent medical-school
graduate, he could not continue his studies in Nazi Germany. In 1935 he
ok a train to Amsterdam to ask his uncle, Ernst Laqueur, who was
professor of pharmacology there, what he ought to do next.*? Some dif-
ficulties with a German official made my father decide not to go back to
Hamburg at all. Ernst Laqueur presumably secured for him the position
at Leiden that he was to hold for the next year or so. I knew little of what
he did there, and nothing of what he published until I went through his
papers after he died. (This was well after I had completed much of the
research for this book.) In his desk I found a bundle of his offprints; the
carliest one, except for his “Inaugural Dissertation,” is entitled “Weitere
Untersuchungen uber den Uterus masculinus unter dem Einfluss ver-
schiedener Hormone” (Further Studies of the Influence of Various Hor-
mones on the Masculine Uterus).*?

I had already written about how Freud the doctor severed familiar
connections berween the manifest evidence of bodies and the opposition
berween the sexes. I had read Sarah Kofman on the power of anatomy to
“confuse those who think of the sexes as opposing species.”** But my
father’s contribution to the confusion was a complete revelation, genu-
inely uncanny. It was hidden and yet so much of the home—heimlich but
also unbeimlich—the veiled and secret made visible, an ecrie. ghostly re-
minder that somehow this book and I go back a long way.**

There are less personal reasons as well for wanting to maintain iy
writing a distinction between the body and the body as discursively con-
stituted, between seeing and secing-as. [n some measure these reasons are
ethical or political and grow out of the different Dbllgaﬂﬂm_that “’.“aff.;
the observer from seeing (or touching) and from representing. It is :
disingenuous to write a history of sexual difference, or difference gencr_
ally, without acknowledging the shameful correspondence berween par
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ricular forms of suffering and partjuul..xr forms of thr body, however the
body is understood. The fact that pain .u.ni injustice are gendered and
correspond to corporeal sig:?.'- of sex is preciscly what gives importance to
an account of the making of scx. ;

Moreover, there has clearly been progress in undcntmdms the h.u.man
body in general and reproductive anatomy and physiology in p.lrt.'.lt'\.'l.l:_r_
Modern science and modern women are much better able to predict the
cyclical likelihood of pregnancy than were their ancestors; menstruation
turns out to be a different physiological process from hemorrhoidal
bleeding, contrary to the prevailing wisdom well into the eighteenth cen-
tury, and the testes are histologically different from the ovanes. Any his-
tory of a science, however much it might emphasize the role of socal,
political, ideological, or aesthetic factors, must recognize these unden-
able successes and the commitments that made them possible. %

Far from denying any of this, I want to insist upon it. My particular
Archimedean point, however, is not in the real transcultural body but
rather in the space berween it and its representations. 1 hold up the history
of progress in reproductive physiology—the discovery of distinct germ
products, for example—to demonstrate that these did not cause a partic-
ular understanding of sexual difference, the shift to the two-sex model.
But I also suggest that theories of sexual difference influenced the course
of scientific progress and the interpretation of particular experimental re-
sults. Anatomists might have seen bodies differently—they might, for
example, have regarded the vagina as other than a hcms—hut they did
not do so for essentially culrural reasons. Similarly, empincal data were
lgnufﬁd—ﬂ:idencc for conception without nrg'.l:;:n_ for example—be-
mg}(ﬁf{:ﬁ iIr"lc"t :f;'i:m ‘flithl-:i" a saientific or a metaphysical pand.lgm
diiicee. s::»ciaﬂgv dcm:; 15. c;nqu_:xrual. Artempts to isolate 1t from its
059phe’s search for s cruly ul:;:i : ;,1'1|II1_Im are as doomed to failure as FKPH
to filter out the cultural so as tL Il.t “r - mudm.t mthwmfwﬁm
I would go further and add :1: Lm}? : rc.sldw of essential humanity. And
Seems to lic at the bass, mnd:t the pnvatc._ mckmq, stable hnd\ that
product of particular, historical Tu[:;:,t::":,:i scxual difference i sho the
mﬁ;?e::failnm and out of focus, s

rature and of cultural studies generally.
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“Like the other sciences.” writes Frangois Jacob, winner of the 1965 No-
bel Prize for medicine,

biology today has lost its illusions. It is no longer secking for truth. It is
building its own truths. Reality is seen as an ever-unstable equilibrium. In
the study of living beings, history displays a pendulum movement, swing-
ing to and fro between the continuous and the discontinuous, between
structure and function, between the identity of phenomena and the diver-
sity of being.4”

The instability of difference and sameness lies at the very heart of the
biological enterprise, in its dependence on prior and shifting epistemo-
logical, and one could add political, grounds. (Jacob is of course not the
first to make this point. Auguste Comte, the guiding spirit of nineteenth-
century positivism, confessed thar “there seems no sufficient reason why
the use of scientific fictions, so common in the hands of geometers, should
not be introduced into biology.”** And Emile Durkheim, one of the
giants of sociology, argued that “we buoy ourselves up with a vain hope
if we believe that the best means of preparing for the coming of a new
science is first patiently to accumulate all the data it will use. For we
cannot know what it will require unless we have already formed some
conception of it.”** Science does not simply investigate, but itself consti-
tutes, the difference my book explores: that of woman from man. (But
not, for reasons discussed below, man from woman. )

Literature, in a similar way, constitutes the problem oFsc:xanjT}r and is
not just its imperfect mirror. As Barbara Johnson argues, “it is lfrcramre
that inhabits the very heart of what makes sexuality pmtfltmaﬂc for us
speaking animals. Literature is not only a thu:fartcd i_nvisdt;gamr hutr;;so
an incorrigible perpetrator of the problem of sexuality.”® Sr:xw?l E]I] fer-
ence thus seems to be already present in how we cousnﬁultc mEAR L
already part of the logic that drives writing. Through .11rcrature._, S:FI':
sentation generally, it is given content. Nort only df‘: attitudes towar 5331
ual difference “gencrate and structure literary texts”; texts generate Sex
difference.®! . . “ i

Johnson is careful to restrict the problem of sexuality w0 SPEME
animals” and thus to rest content that, among dumb 3‘_‘”“"15 ALV

| ide the bolic realm, male 1s manifestly the oppo-
among humans outside the sym g T e
site sex from female. But clarity among the beasts DESPEARD PET
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Fig. 1. Genitalia of a female elephant drawn from a fresh speci-
men by a nineteenth-century naturalist, From Jormal of the
Academy of Narwral Saience, Philadelphia, 8.4 ( 1881

limited purposes for which we generally make such sexual distinctions. It
matters little if the genitals of the female elephant (fig. 1) are rendered to
look like a penis because the sex of elephants generally martters little to
us; it is remarkable and shocking if the same trick is played on our species,
as was routine in Renaissance illustrations (figs. 15-17). Moreover, as
soon as anmimals enter some discourse outside breeding, zoo keeping, or
similarly circumscribed contexts, the same sort of ambiguities arise as
when we speak about humans. Then the supposedly self-evident signs of
anatomy or physiology turn out to be anything but self-evident. Ques-
tions of ultimate meaning clearly go well beyond such facts. Darwin in
1861 lamented: “We do not even know in the least the final cause of
sexuality; why new beings should be produced by the
sexual elements, instead of by a process of pnrthrm':g-:
subject is as yet hidden in darkness 52 And
why egg and sperm should be borne by diffe

hermaphroditic, creature remains upen,i‘-‘
Darkness deepens when animals enter into the orbit of culture: their
sex change from year to year and thl s l-mght ke of s
] A s mhurc:ml}.' androgynous. Or. as the

union of the two
nesis . . . The whole
still today the question of
rent, rather than the same.
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more learned wnu.ld ha\'g it, the _malc hare bears young on occasion. The
hyena, another mfn.ml with prolific cultural meanings, was long thought
to be hcm‘l.aphmdlt.m Th; cassowary, a large, flightless, ostrich-like, and,
to the anthropologist, epicene bird, becomes to the male Sambian tribes-
man a temperamental, wild, masculinized female who gives birth through
the anus and whose feces have procreative powers; the bird becomes
powerfully bisexual. Why, asks the ethnographer Gilbert Herdr, do
people as astute as the Sambia “believe” in anal birth? Because anything
one says, outside of very specific contexts, abour the biology of sex, even
among the brute beasts, is already informed by a theory of difference or
sameness. >4

Indeed, if structuralism has taught us anything it is that humans
impose their sense of opposition onto a world of continuous shades of
difference and similarity. No oppositional traits readily detected by an
outsider explain the fact that in nearly all of North America, to use Lévi-
Strauss’s example, sagebrush, Artemesia, plays “a major part in the most I
diverse rituals, either by itself or associated with and at the same rime, as X
the opposite of other plants: Solidaga, Chrysothamnus, Gutierrezia.” It |I
stands for the feminine in Navaho ritual whereas Chrysothamnus stands
for the masculine. No principle of opposition could be subtler than the
tiny differences in leaf serrations that come to carry such enormous sym- i

bolic weight 5%

It should be clear by now that I offer no answer to the question of how
bodies determine what we mean by sexual difference or sameness. My
claims are of two sorts. Most are negative: I make every effort to Shﬂ,w
that no historically given set of facts about *sex” cntaiigd how sexual #‘
ference was in fact understood and represented at the time, and I use thllS
evidence to make the more general claim that no set of f:_ufts ever c_ntaﬂs
any particular account of difference. Some claims are positive: I point to
ways in which the biology of sexual difference is embedded in other cul-
tmj : .

Chapter 2 is about the oxymoronic one-sex body. Here the meMd;n;
between male and female are primarily political; rhetorical rather B
biological claims regarding sexual difference and st‘.xua_l desire f Pﬂr'
mary. It is about a body whose fluids—blood, semen, milk, and the vari

reme | i other and
ous exc nts—are fungible in that they turn into one an dcrmh .
whose processes—digestion and generation, menstruation  an
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bleeding—are not so casily t‘list:il'li.."llihi'"-"j or so casily assignable to one
sex or another as they became after the eighteenth century. This “one
flesh,” the construction of a single-sexed body with its different versions
atrributed to at least two genders, was framed in anniquiry to valonze the
extraordinary cultural assertion of patriarchy, of the father, in the face of
the more sensorily evident claim of the mother. The question for the
classical model is not what it explicitly claims—why woman?—but the
more troublesome question—why man?

Chapter 3 is the first of two chapters that examine explicitly the rela-
tionship between a model of sexual difference and scientific learning. It
shows how the one-flesh model was able to incorporate new anatomical
knowledge and new naturalistic forms of representation. Chapter 4 con-
centrates on the cultural interests that various writers had in what seems
to us a manifestly counterintuitive model of sexual difference. It exposes
the immense pressures on the one-sex model from the existence of two
genders, from the new political claims of women, and from the claims of
hctcrlcusexualit}f generally. T suggest through readings of legal, jundical,
and literary texts thar it is sustained by powerful notions of how hierarchy
worked and how the body expresses its cultural meanings. Ar stake for
the men involved in this struggle was nothing less than the suppression
of the basis for a genuine, other, sex.

Chapml' 3 gives an account of the breakdown of the one-sex model and
the cstah%whm::nt of two sexes. Like Chapter 3 it maintains that these
?:;:;nn?;s D;::i ::::i L:t C(q):llscqm_:r.u.'{‘ of scientific ch-.tngc- but rather of

: §m1ai~pnllt|cal revolution. Again, the negative
aigr“:h“':ﬂtﬂ:-ﬂiaf the fcmr?nﬁc is not natural and given—is more forcefully
it ol 'L_auSLS hcw.r the Increasing prominence of the
B }aﬂicm Y mstcau:! 15 1O su
and women talk aspif the s iy

IC were now two sexes. These ¢ - : .

course the results of new social and litical dev g i
draw out the connections in great dctf:i:;. h';tirt :il::i}ll::wnn‘ e
- L

E;ﬁ;‘;s}{ﬂ:ﬂ}' b?uanced accqnunr of “Politics, C

= ineteenth-Century Body,” 56
how c-:}rm:rsmns o dem

es of co

BBest, example by example,
etorical situations made men

studies are needed
culture, and Class in the

{I]‘ 4 1n that it engages the science
s of culture. I show specifi

. specifically
rporeally based sexes were themselves deeply im-
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F'["‘_at""{_i in the politics of gender. But in this chapter I also present evi-
dence for the continued life of the one-sex model. It lived on even in the
midst of the most impassioned defense of two scxes, of ineradicable “or-
ganic difference . . . proved by all sound biology, by the biology of man
and of the entire animal species . . . proved by the history of r:i‘k"ilization*
and the entire course of human evolution.” The specr:} of one sex re-
mains: the “womanliness of woman™ struggles against “the anarchic as-
sertors of the manliness of woman.”5” In some of the rhetoric of evolu-
nonary biology, in the Marquis de Sade, in much of Freud, in slasher
films, indeed in any discussion of gender, the modern invention of two
distinct, immutable, and incommensurable sexes turns out to be less
dominant than promised.®® (Here I differ from Foucault, who would see
one episteme decisively, once and for all, replacing another.) I illustrate the
openness of nineteenth-century science to either a two- or a one-sex
model with a discussion first of how denunciations of prostitution and
masturbation reproduced an earlier discourse of the unstable individual
body, open and responsive to social evil, and then of Freud’s theory of
clitoral sexuality in which efforts to find evidence of incommensurable
sexes founders on his fundamental insight that the body does not of itself
produce two sexes.

I have not written this book as an explicit attack on the current claims
of sociobiology. But I hope it is taken up by those engaged in that debate.
A historian can contribute little to the already existing critical ana]ysis of
particular experiments purporting to demonstrate the biﬂlogica]l basis of
gender distinctions or to lay bare the hormones and other chemicals that
are meant to serve as a sort of ontological granite for observable sexual
differences.5® But I can offer material for how powerful prior notions of
difference or sameness determine what one sees and reports aF:-c-ut !:hﬁ
body. The fact that the giants of Renaissance anatomy persisted in secing
the vagina as an internal version of the Pt‘l'_liS suggests that almost :‘_n}’
sign of difference is dependent on an underlying theory of, or context for,
deciding what counts and what does not count as Iu:wd::ncc. - =

More important, though, I hope this book will persuade the rea ":j
that there is no “correct” representation of women in I:Elat'lﬂﬂ to men zlna
that the whole science of difference is thus mlsco['-ccwec_i, It is truc I:
there is and was considerable and often overtly misOgynist I:ﬂa.s' mkr:; io
biological rescarch on women; clearly science has hm.mntc;d:}ral‘:j;f race
“rationalize and legitimize™ distinctions not only of sex bu

1
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d class. to the disadvantage of the powerless. Bur it does not follow
an 1

that a more objective, richer, progressive, Or cven more feminist science
¥

would produce a truer picture of sexual difference ﬁfn anﬁr culrtflzt]:lﬁag;
ingful sense.5® (This is why I do not attempt to oficr a history e es
less correct, or more or less mlsc-g_vmsnf. rcprcscntaftmm.} n {.H cr
words, the claim that woman is whar she is because uf her uterus .H' no
more, or less, true than the subsequent f:Ianm_ that sl{r is whar she is be-
cause of her ovaries. Further evidence will neither refute nor :ﬂi_rm these
patently absurd pronouncements because at stake are not bmlugc;.i ques-
tions about the effects of organs or hormones but cultural, political ques-
tions regarding the nature of woman.

I return again and again in this book to a problematic, unstable female
body that is ecither a version of or wholly different from a generally un-
problematic, stable male body. As feminist scholars have made abun-
dantly clear, it is ahways woman’s sexuality that is being constituted;
woman is the empty category. Woman alone scems to have “gender” since
the category itself is defined as that aspect of social relations based on
difference between sexes in which the standard has always been man.
“How can one be an enemy of woman, whatever she may be!™ as the
Renaissance physician Paracelsus pur it; this could never be said of man
because, quite simply, “one” is male. It is probably not possible to write
a history of man’s body and its pleasures because the historical record was
created in a cultural rradition where no such history was necessary.

But the modern reader must always be aware that recounting the his-
tory nf inFerprcting woman’s body is not to grant the male body the
aurj'n::hnr_}r it implicitly claims. Quite the contrary, The record on which |
have rel_u:d bca_rs witness to the fundamental incoherence of stable, fixed
categories of sexual -Elinmrpllism, of male and/or female. The notion, so
S g, ey, o e b o g
il s :.v ot rmrgldnurrh e body 1.1.l.'hIL'|:| defines ma.lec as opposed
sites is entirely ahsentpfn : T o fDunr.la:m.n ot T o Gppe-
P mtle Ao _:n} classical or Rlu:qalsmncg medicine. In terms of

5 O western mcdlcmr:, g‘-’-‘nllﬂh Came o matter as

the marks of .
dence Suggts:: xd‘izlt Opposition only last week. Indeed, much of the evi-

the relationship between an organ as si
: _ as sign and the
mhtihat SupposcFlly EIves 1t currency is arbitrary, fs. indrcdgi]:ﬂw rela-
P between signs. The male body may always be the standard in the
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game of signification, but it is one whose status is undermined by its
unrepentant historical inconstancy.

Although some tensions inform this book, others do not. I have given
relatively little artention to conflicting ideas about the nature of woman
or of human sexuality. I have not even scratched the surface of a contex- !
tual history of reproductive anatomy or physiology; even for scientific |
problems that I explore in some detail, the institutional and professional
matrix in which they are embedded is only hurriedly sketched. There is
simply too much to do in the history of biology, and too much has al-
ready been done on the condition-of-woman question or the history of
ideas about sex, for any one person to master.

[ want to lay claim to a different historical domain, to the broad dis-
cursive fields that underlie competing ideologies, that define the terms of
conflict, and that give meaning to various debates. I am not committed
to demonstrating, for example, that there is a single, dominant “idea of
woman” in the Renaissance and that all others are less important. I have
no interest in proving conclusively that Galen is more important than
Aristotle at any one time or that a given theory of menstruation was heg-
emonic between 1840 and 1920. Nor will I be concerned with the gains
and losses in the status of women through the ages. These are issues I
must ask my readers to decide for themsclves, whether the impressions
they derive from these pages fit what they themselves know of the vast
spans of time that I cover. My goal is to show how a biology of hierarchy
in which there is only one sex, a biology of incommensurability between
two sexes, and the claim that there is no publicly relevant sn:xu:ltl difference
at all, or no sex, have constrained the interpretation of bodies and the
strategies of sexual politics for some tWo thousand years. ‘

Finally, I confess that I am saddened by the most obvious and persis-
tent omission in this book: a sustained account of experience in the bodV
Some might argue that this is as it should be, and that a man hat.:on‘;:-ﬂlm§ E
of great interest or authenticity to say about the sexual female body as 1
feels and loves. But more generally I have found it impossible in all bulr I
isolated forays into literature, painting, or the occasional work_ of fhcf:r . f
Ogy to inug:i-nc how such different visilnm of the _bnd!r' Wﬂrkﬂ: l;;;‘;?:ﬁ
contexts to shape passion, friendship, artraction, 4 % pris

i hat he heard Mozart's Cosi fan tutte with new car
p?mtcd {:trut to me t : o 1 have felt a new poi-
after reading my chapters about the Renaissance.
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gnancy in the tragicomedy of eighteenth-century disguisc—the last act of

Le Nozze di Figaro, for example—with its questioning of what it 1s in a
person that one loves. Bodies do and do not seem ro marter. 1 warch
Shakespeare’s comedies of sexual inversion with new quenies, and I try 1o
think my way back into a distant world where the attractnion of decp
friendship was reserved for one’s like.

Further than that I have not been able to go. I regard whart | have
written as somchow liberating, as breaking old shackles of necessiry, as
opening up worlds of vision, politics, and eros. 1 only hope that the
reader will feel the same.




_——

TWO

Destiny Is Anatomy

Turn ourward the woman’s, um inward, so
speak, and fold double the man’s [geniral organs],
and vou will ind the same in both 1n every respect.

GALEN OF PERGAMUM (c.130-200)

This chapter is about the corporeal theatrics of a world where at least two
genders correspond to but one sex, where the boundaries berween male
and female are of degree and not of kind, and where the reproductive
organs are but one sign among many of the body’s place in a cosmic and
cultural order that transcends biology. My purpose is to give an account,
based largely on medical and philosophical literature, of how the one-sex
body was imagined; to stake out a claim that the one-sex/one-flesh model
dominated thinking about sexual difference from classical antiquity to the
end of the seventeenth century; and to suggest why the body should have
remained fixed in a field of images hoary already in Galen’s time, “'hilc
the gendered self lived a nuanced history through all the iI'I’lI'I'ICIl'I:itf social,
cultural, and religious changes that separate the world of Hippocrates

from the world of Newton.

Organs and the mole’s eyes

Nothing could be more obvious, implied the most inﬂuer?nal an::;;:lms‘;
in the western tradition, than to imagine women as mef. For rJ"u:l.j ar

: H i - ==
who could not grasp the point immediarcly, Galen offers a step-by-step

thought experiment:

Think first, please, of the man’s [ex
inward berween the rectum and the
mum would necessarily take the place of the u
outside, next to it on either side.

rernal genitalia] rurned in and extending

bladder. If this should happen, the SCro-
rerus with the testes lying




rvix and vagina, the prepuce becomes the female
n through various ducts and blood vessels. A sort
would also guarantee the converse, that a man

The penis becomes the ce
pudenda, and so forth o
of topographical parity
could be squeezed out of a woman:

Think too, please, of . . . the uterus rurned ourward and projecting. Would
not the testes [ovaries] then necessanly be inside it? Would it not contain
them like a scrotum? Would not the neck [the cervix and vagina], hitherto
concealed inside the perincum bur now pendant, be made into the male

member?

In fact, Galen argued, “you could not find a single male part left over that
had not simply changed its position.” Instead of being divided by their
reproductive anatomies, the sexes are linked by a common one. Women,
in other words, are inverted, and hence less perfect, men. They have ex-
actly the same organs but in exactly the wrong places. (The wrongness of
women, of course, does not follow logically from the “fact™ that their
organs are the same as men’s, differing only in placement. The arrow of
perfection conld go either or both ways. “The silliest notion has just
crossed my mind,” says Mlle. de I'Espinasse in Diderot’s [’Alembert’s
Dream: “Perhaps men are nothing but a freakish varicty of women, or
women only a freakish variety of men.” Dr. Bordeu responds approvingly
that the notion would have occurred to her earlier if she had known—he
proceeds to give a short lecture on the subject—that “women possess all
the anatomical parts that a man has.”)!
Si;g:ﬁ;‘;ﬁgiszxl relationships about whi-.'].'u.ﬁalcn Writes SO persua-
55 vnderstood a5 :hP.l'-'Erf.l_‘tt :ujl-'?mmwal. precision were not themselves
imagining or txPrcssinL 'nml;!'ml e b Dty -
sitbenigh Galen, the profissionst s ima e g
P rzhcir rrlaticmant r:n.;:nr;mr clearly cared about _cl‘ﬂ'jlrrca]
.in the plausibility of particular idc:-mf;:t o tmwnu.n.',_. e
ifestly impossible e C u.m:. Or In maintaining tfhr man-
into woman and back out again, was

largcl}r 4 matter of rhetorical exigency.
1 Some occasions he was perfectly will: -
Oppositions he elsewhere den e e ke oo
Posite [of whart it js
to be most
At other

ied: “since cverything | '
| ything in the male is the op-
ool fl-l'i thc_ temale] the male member has been clongated
X a n;: Or coitus and the excretion of semen™ (UP 2.632).
en and the medical tradition thar ihlluufd him were
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prcp.ar:d to ignore cprirclg; not 0}'11}-' the specifically female bur also the
specifically r_|:pr{h.*1l.f|~:t1~.'t_q1.|:1[|tjr of the female reproductive organs, not to
speak of their n_,‘lnl.'mn:ahlp to male organs. His systematic major treatment
of the urgnm‘ for example, treated it as the archetype for a group of or-
gans “which are especially hollow and large” and thus the locus of a ge-
neric body’s “rerentive faculries.” The uterus was singled out not because
of what we moderns might take to be its unique, and uniquely female,
capacity to produce a child but because it formed the embryo in leisurely
fashion, more so than a comparable organ like the stomach digested food,
and was therefore “capable of demonstrating the retentive faculty most
plainly.”

Subsequent ways of talking about the uterus reproduced these ambi-
guities. Isidore of Seville, the famous encyclopedist of the seventh cen-
rry, for example, argued on the one hand that only women have a womb
(wterns or uterum) in which they conceive and, on the other, that various
authorities and “not only poets™ considered the uterus to be the belly,
senter, common to both sexes.? (This helps to explain why vulva in medie-
val usage usually meant vagina, from valva, “gateway to the belly.#) Isi-
dore, moreover, assimilates this unsexed belly to other retentive organs
with respect precisely to that function in which we would think it unique:
during gestation, he said, the semen is formed into a body “by heat hk,c
that of the viscera”$ A great linguistic cloud thus obscured specific geni-
tal or reproductive anatomy and left only the outlines of spaces common
to both men and women.®

None of these topographical or lexical ambiguities would matter, how-
ever. if instead of understanding difference and sameness as matters of
anatomy, the ancients regarded organs and their placement as ':PiPl'ff"
' ‘hen what we would regard as specifi-
not always need to have their own
alen imagined actually have to work.
umstances be construcd as
woman’s lesser perfection.
eyes of the mole and the
25 illustration of a well-

nomena of a greater world order. T
cally male and female parts would
names, nor would the inversions G
Anatomy—modern sex—could in these circ
metaphor, another name for the “reality” of
As in Galen’s elaborate comparison between the
cnital organs of women, anatomy serves more st

Ennn'n poginl: than as evidence for its truth. It lTIaka vivid and rml:-arl;: lfa;
pable a hicrarchy of heat and perfection that 1s in itself not ;v;:

the senses. {Thc-ancicnts would not have claimed that one could actually
feel differences in the heat of males and fernales.”)
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Galen’s simile goes as fnljnws.. The eyes of the ml,’lc have :Ef, sa::c
es as the eyes of other animals except that they do not allow the
sm;ct::zr i open, “nor do they project but are _lcft ﬂ'ltrt
ir:&GP:rf:C;.” SD tﬂ(‘: the female genitalia “do not open”™ and rﬂ‘l‘!ﬁ;ﬁ an l;:
perfect version of what they would be were the !rrhfhm;‘ out. ti[lr:r?tl's:
eyes thus “remain like the eyes of qthcr_anmul:- when these are s /
uterus” and so, to follow this logic to its cnnchm.ulrn, the WIH‘I‘Ib., vagina,
ovaries, and external pudenda remain forever as if they were still ms:dn:'
the womb. They cascade vertiginously back inside themselves, the vagina
an cternally, plr::c:u‘inf:-usl]f¥ unborn penis, the womb a stunted scrotum,
and so forth.#

The reason for this curious state of affairs is the purported telos of
perfection. “Now just as mankind is the most perfect of all animals, so
within mankind the man is more perfect than the woman, and the reason
for his perfection is his excess of heat, for heat is Nature's primary instru-
ment” (UP 2.630). The mole is a more perfect animal than animals with
no eyes at all, and women are more perfect than other crearures, but the
unexpressed organs of both are signs of the absence of heat and conse-
quently of perfection. The interiority of the female reproductive system
could then be interpreted as the material correlative of a higher truth
without its mattering a great deal whether any particular spatial transfor-
mation could be performed.

Aristotle, paradoxically for someone so deeply committed to the exis-
tence of two radically different and distinct sexes, offered the western
tradition a still more austere version of the one-sex model than did Galen.
A T philosopher he insisted upon two sexes, male and female. But he
als:l:l insisted thar the distinguishing characteristic of maleness was imma-
:;:i iitr::i;nasmnatr::tl:;:lisr, -:hip;wd away at organic distinctions between

MErges 15 an account in which one flesh could be
ranked, ordered, and distinguished as particular circumstances required.

hat we would take to be ideologi - i
gically ch -
gender—thar males ICally charged social constructions of

are active and females passive males contribute the

form and females the matt s g s con
er t . - : : e
ble facts, “natural” 1y © Beneration—were for Aristotle indubsita
sexual diﬁ'ercnce

ths. Whar we would take to be the basic facts of
» on the oth
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contingent and philosophically not very interesting observations about
particular species under certain condirions.

[ do not mean to suggest by this that Aristotle was unable to tell man
from woman on the basis of their bodies or that he thought it an accident
that men should fulfill one set of roles and women another. Even if he
did not write the Ecomomics he would certainly have subscribed to the
view that “the nature both of man and woman has been preordained by
the will of heaven to live a common life. For they are distinguished in
that the powers they possess are not applicable to purposes in all cases |
identical, but in some respects their functions are opposed to one an-
other.” One sex is strong and the other weak so that one may be cautious |
and the other brave in warding off artacks, one may go out and acquire
possessions and the other stay home to preserve them, and so on.? In
other words, both the division of labor and the specific assignment of
roles are narural.

But these views do not constitute a modern account of two sexes. In
the first place, there is no effort to ground social roles in nature; social
caregories themselves are natural and on the same explanatory level as
what we would take to be physical or biological facts. Nature is not the?c-
fore to culture what sex is to gender, as in modern discussions; thf: bio-
logical is not, even in principle, the foundation of particular ana] ar- |
rangements. (Aristotle, unlike nineteenth-century commentators, d.}d not |
need facts about menstruation or metabolism to locate women 1n the y
world order.) But more important, though Aristotle cert:a\inly regarded |
male and female bodies as specifically adapted to their parnculalx _rc]r:s, he
did not regard these adaptations as the signs of sexual opposition. "I$c
qualities of each sex entailed the comparative advantage of one ﬂrh :
other in minding the home or fighting, just as for f_talcn the ltss;r Gc;_
of women kept the uterus inside and therefore prqud‘-‘d a P"a“; n;as:is
erate temperature for gestation. Burt these adaptations werc m::;tuJ m: iy
for ontological differentiation. In the flesh, therefore, the sexes bl
and less perfect versions of cach other. Only insofar as sex wa_sﬁ- i
for the nature of causality were the sexes clear, distinct, and dificrent i
kind. . ! )

Sex. for Aristotle, existed for the purpose of gencratiof, “ﬂ?t-:elc:‘li:r:rcc;—
garded as the paradigmatic casc of b-ccﬂmmgﬂk_ﬂf dmﬁf: fJTc fermale rep-
egory of being”'® The male represented cfficient causc,

resented material cause.
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thf h_']'l'lﬂlt: 1]\\"3\-9 I O% |dt5 tj:“u martct I.-].J. Thf n -1]'(' rh-.l[ I‘ a I-l\h”]‘n\ i, bowr
s W I
5 thC I. CY ".-.:I.Lh f SHCRS, ..I.I:H.I s o L ™ fo I"f
d!lb L HIWET W say t.h L ’ Wl i o for fr‘!f

male and female While the body is from the female, it 15 the soul thar is
from the male. (G4 2.4.738b20-23)

the male and female principles may be put down first and foremosr as the
origins of generation, the former as containing the efficient cause of gener-
arion, the larter the material of it.  (GA 2.716a5

This difference in the nature of cause constitutes fully what Aristotle
means by sexual opposition: “by a male animal we mean th.zr.whu;h gen-
erates in another; by a female, thar which generates in itself ™; or, what
comes to the same thing since for Aristotle reproductive biology was es-
sentially a model of filiation, “female is opposed to male, and mother to
father™!!

These were momentous distinctions, as powerful and plain as that be-
tween life and death. To Aristotle being male meant the capacity to supply
the sensitive soul without which “it is impossible for face, hand, flesh. or
any other part to exist.” Without the sensitive soul the body was no better
than a corpse or part of a corpse (GA 2.5.741a8-16). The dead is made
quick by the spark, by the incorporeal sperma (seed), of the genitor. One
sex was able to concoct food to irs highest, life-engendering stage, into
true sperma; the other was nor.

Moreover, when Aristotle discusses the capacity of the FCSPCCTiVe SeXes
to carry out the roles that distinguish them, he seems ro want to consider
bodies, and genitals in particular, as themselves Opposites, indeed as mak-
ing possible the efficient/material chasm itself Males have the capaciry,
and females do not, to reduce “the residual secretion to 2 pure form,” the
argument runs, and “every capacity has a certain corresponding organ.”
Ir_ ﬁ?ﬂows that “the one has the uterus, the other the male organs.” (These
distinctions are actually more striking in translation than in the Greek

Aristotle uses perineos to refer to the penis and scrotum here. He uses the
same word elsewhere to refer to the area “inside the thigh and buttocks™
t women. More generally he uses atdoion

. ) to refer to the penis, bur in the
plural, aidoia, it is the standard word for the “shamefiy] parts,” the Greek

Seg:]::::l;;nt for the Latin pudenda, which refers to the genitals of both

mNEfcrﬂwlesa, dcspiltc these linguistic ambiguities, Aristotle does seem
mmitted to the genital OPPosition of two sexes. An animal is not “male
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or female in virtue of the whole of itself” he insists, “but only in virtue of
a certain faculty and a certain part,” that is, the uterus in the fierpte. dhe
penis and testes in the male. The womb was the part peculiar to the fe-
male, just as the penis was distincrive of the male.!®* No slippery inver-
sions here as in Galen. No elisions of difference or hints of one sex. “The
privy part of the female is in character opposite to that of the male. In
other words, the part under the pubes is hollow, and not like the male
organ, protruding” (HA 1.14.493b3—-4). Aristotle even adduced what
he took to be experimental evidence for the fact that anatomy was the
foundation of the opposing male and female “principles™ of activity and
passivity. A castrated male, he pointed out, assumed pretty well the form
of a female or “not far short of it . . . as would be the case if a first prin-
ciple is changed” (GA 1.2.716b5-12). The excision of the “ovaries” in a
sow caused them to ger far and quenched their sexual appetite, while a
similar operation in camels made them more aggressive and fit for war
service. !4

None of this is very surprising, since the physical appearance of the
genital organs was and remains the usually reliable indicator of reproduc-
tive capacity and hence of the gender to which an infant is to be as-
signed.'® But what is surprising is the alacrity with which Arisnlz:-dc the
naturalist blurs the distinctions of “real” bodies in order to arrive at 2
notion of fatherhood—the defining capacity of males—that transcends
the divisions of flesh. Like Galen’s, and unlike that of the dominant
post-Enlightenment tradition, Aristotle’s rhetoric then becomes that of
one sex. ’ _

First, Aristotle’s passion for the infinite variety of natura] history con-
stantly undermines the form-follows-function precision of the texts [ have
cited. A large penis, which one might tl'lll'll_t would n:nﬂcr a ma_rr1 Inor;:
manly, capable of gs:m:r-.lting in another, in fact makes him less so; “suc
men are less fertile than when it [the penis] is smaller because the scmen,
if cold, is not g::nur-.lm't:."”‘ (Aristotle’s biology 1s herc_ p.ia}rmglﬂn
broader cultural themes. A large penis was rh_nughr Coe mn ;rmcn:lnt
Greck art and drama, appropriate o satyrs, while the Er:trrrcd S]fnﬂ :&ma:
small and delicate: “little prick” (posthion) was among Aristophanes’ te

. res in Athens tied down the glans with a
of endearment. Young athleres mn / o
s - reasons, to make the male genit
leather string, apparently for cosmetic red | ble.17) Detail
look small and as much like the female pudenda as possibe. Pl
after detail further undermines the penis/male connection ;n
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texts: human males and stallions do indeed have proportionately large
penises outside their bodies, but the male clephant’s is ‘_i"'lm poraionately
small—he also has no visible testes—while the dolphin has no external
penis at all. (The situation is doubly confused 'n..l.'uh clephants “1"-;'1'.11.1.51.‘
supposedly the female “organ opens our to a considerable extent™ duning
intercourse (A 2.1.500a33-35 and 2.1.500b6-13). Among insects,
Aristotle claims, the female actually pushes her sexual organ from under-
neath inte the male (HA 5.8.542a2fF). Indeed, the male’s having a penis
at all seems to depend on nothing more than the placement or indeed
existence of the legs: snakes, which have no legs, and birds, whose legs
are in the middle of their abdomens where the genitals ought to be,
simply lack a penis entirely (HA 2.1.500b20-25 and GA 1.5.717b14—
19).

As for the testes being a “first principle” in the differentiation of the
sexes, little is left rhetorically of this claim when faced with specific obser-
vations and metaphors (GA 1.2.716b4). Aristotle demotes them in one
text to the lowly task of bending certain parts of the body’s piping (HA
3.1.510a13-b5). Like the weights women hang from the warp on their
looms—a less than celebratory simile, which suffers from a curious mix-
ing of genders—the testicles keep the spermaric ducts properly inclined
(GA 1.4.717a8-b10). (Thread that is not properly held down results in
a tangle; tangled seminal ducts that go back up into the body convey
Impotent generative material. ) ' '

These “faﬂs“_ led Aristotle still further away from specific connections
berwcm. Opposing genitals and sex and ever deeper into the thicker of
cgnn:cuons_dmt constitute the one-sex model. He, like Galen five centu-
ries later, aligned the reproductive organs with the alimentary system,
:J?:;rnltﬂezi :;:- ;ﬂ. I;l;it; ;‘;L]J;;n':i\ ‘.l..'it.]'l srraiglg inn:lstim:.u are more violent in

_ imals whose intestines are convoluted. Aris-
totle ubstnfd, and likewise those with straight ducts, creatures “.'-"hm“
testes, are “quicker in accomplishing copulation™ than creatures with
crooked ducts. Conversely, creatures who “have not straig} .
SE Hore temperatt in thels oears - ot AVE ot straight intestines
s ¢mperate In their longing for food, just as twisted ducts o

dzsm: bcu‘u_g too violenr and hasty” in animals so blessed 'I'::HE:C:;;:::
L 1 teadier,” thus |
g, but his concern

nl{!‘i'ﬂ"l'ﬂf’nf
:n:rlc-nging intercourse and con-
ITI‘l_J_.JH Aristotle makes much less
to identify the ovaries as the sear
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of woman’s specific reproductive capacity was never very serious and the
nf}c passage where he makes the case crumbles under close scrutiny. 17
Natural I?mer}: in short, x.a'-::rks to diminish the pristine purity of testes
a!ui ovaries, penis and vagina, as signifiers of sexual opposition—of effi-
cient versus material cause—and situates them firmly in a larger economy
of the one flesh. )

Moreover, when Arnistotle directly confronted the question of the ana-
romical differences berween the sexes, he unleashed a vortex of metaphor
every bit as dizzying and disorienting, every bit as committed to one sex,
as Galen’s trope of the mole’s eyes. All of the male organs, he said, are
similar in the female except thar she has a womb, which presumably the
male does not. But Aristotle promptly assimilates the womb to the male
scrotum after all: “always double just as the testes are always two in the
male.”20 f

This move, however, was only part of a more general conflation of male
and female parts, specifically of a tendency to regard the cervix and/or
vagina as an internal penis:

The path along which the semen passes in women is of the following na-
ture: they [women| possess a tube (kaslos)—like the penis of the male, but
inside the body—and they breathe through this by a small duct which is
placed above the place through which women urinare. This is why, when
they are cager to make love, this place is not in the same state as it was
before they were excited.  (HA 10.5.637a23-25)

The very lack of precision in this description, and especially the use of so
general a term as kawlos for a structure that in the two-sex model would
become the mark of female emptiness or lack, suggests that Aristotle’s
primary commitment was not to anatomy itself, and certainly not to anat-
omy as the foundarion for opposite sexes, as much as it u:fas to greater
truths that could be impressionistically illustrated by certain features of
the body.

A brief excursis on kasdos will help to make thi
to a hollowish tubular structure generally: the neck of the bladder or the
duct of the penis or, in Homeric usage, 3 s[;:carlshaf't or the qm;l uiha
feather (to take four charged and richly intertwined e‘xamplcsj;l n ta:
passage | just quoted it clearly designates some part of_the fﬂ$] f;;.f anme
omy though which, significantly, 1s unclear: the cervix I[ﬂf ik
utt;'us. the endo-cervical canal, the vagina, some combination of thes

s case. The word refers
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even the clitoris which like the penis would have been u‘t.mstnu:.d as hol-
low. But whatever kanlos means in this text, the part in question is spoken
of elsewhere as if it functioned in we men like an interior penis, : tube
composed, as are both penis and vagina, of much flesh and gristle” (HA
3.1.510b13). .

By the time of Soranus, the second-century physician who would be-
come the major source of the gynecological high tradition for the next
fifteen centuries, the assimilation of vagina to penis through language had
gone much further. “The inner part of the vagina (fow gymaskeion adoion,
the feminine private part),” Soranus said, “grows around the neck of the
uterus (kaulos, which I take here to mean cervix) like the prepuce in males
around the glans.”?! In other words, the vagina and external structures
are imagined as one giant foreskin of the female interior penis whose
glans is the domclike apex of the “neck of the womb.” By the second
century kaulos had also become the standard word for penis. The “pro-
truding part” of the aidoion (private part) “through which flows liquid
from the bladder” is called the kanlos, says Julius Pollux (134-192) au-
thoritatively in his compilation of medical nomenclature.?? Aristotle—or
the pseudo-Aristotle who wrote book 10 of the Generation of Amimals—
must have imagined something like this when he wrote of the womb
during orgasm violently emitting (proiesthai) through the cervix into the
Same space as the penis, i.c.. into the vagina.?? If we take this figure sen-
ously, we must come to the extraordinary conclusion that women always
h‘“"’: one penis—the cervix or kaslos— penctrating the vagina from the
msuk and another more potent penis, the male’s, penctrating from the
ou.tsuzle during intercourse.

GrcI::-llf :itﬂ]??rr.fu(r-:.nl;lfgrl‘:E:id said, “.1.r1 air of shadow hmmf ﬂmur
eafilion st . 1d temale physiology, and even a certain lunatic
Ty various ¢ pushed to their limits.2* Matters were or-
dinaxil i _ umits

¥ l‘!‘lLlch clearer to the ancients, who could foubtedly tell pem
from vagina and Possessed the language w - o, oo
Greek, like mou St a :[t\u:ﬂ-tt with which to do so. Latin and
and sexual organs a well Jf:‘] “; » generated an excess of words about sex
ing or making fun of the malr:bm::?. sbundance m. l'm.‘“nr and pmu: sl
i b Smckl:'tht‘nt.lic organs, |nlur!g or cursing on the

perts in the g ;ﬂ. I deny none t.'.lt this. :
rence, they saw no |L . sat down to write about the basis of
+A E“d to develop a precise vocabulary of
¢ 1t the female body was a less hot, less perfect,

claims ar

But when the c
sexual diffe

Benital anatomy becau
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and hence less potent version of the canonical body, then distinct organic
much less genital, landmarks martered far less than the metaphysical hicrj
archies they illustrated. Claims thar the vagina was an inn::m;;J penis or
that the womb was a female scrotum should therefore be understood as
images in the flesh of truths far berter secured elsewhere. They are an-
other way of saying, with Aristotle, that woman is to man as :1.{ wooden
triangle is to a brazen one or that woman is to man as the imperfect eyes
of the mole are to the more perfect eyes of other creatures.?® Anatomy in
the context of sexual difference was a representational strategy that illu-
minated a more stable extracorporeal reality. There existed 111311-}' genders,
but only one adaptable sex.

Blood, milk, fat, sperm

In the blood, semen, milk, and other fluids of the one-sex body, there is
no female and no sharp boundary between the sexes. Instead, a physiol-
ogy of fungible fluids and corporeal flux represents in a different register
the absence of specifically genital sex. Endless mutations, a cacophonous
ringing of changes, become possible where modern physiology would see
distinct and often sexually specific entities.

Ancient wisdom held, for example, that sexual intercourse could alle-
viate conditions—mopish, sluggish behavior—caused by too muc_h
phlegm, the moist clammy humor associated with the brain: “semen 1s
the secretion of an excrement and in its nature resembles phlegm.”*
(This already hints of the idea that conception is the male having an idea
in the female body.) But more to the point here, ejaculation of one sort
of fluid was tlmught to restore a balance caused by an excess of another
sort because seminal emission, bleeding, purging, and sweating were all
forms of evacuation that served to maintain the free-trade economy of
fluids at a proper level. A Hippocratic account mnchs these physlﬂl?gifal
observations more vivid by specifying the anatomical pathways of 1ntcrc-1
CONVErsion; sperm, a foam much like the froth on the 5‘“_3'- j.-r'as first :rcﬂnc r
out of the blood; it passed to the brain; from the brafn it maje_ Its %\;;
back through the spinal marrow, the kidneys, the testicles, and 1nto
penis.?” B s

l'.trlcn.stnlal. blood, a plethora or leftover Ui pﬂut:ltfﬂr:lhlsﬂg;‘:c; jg:?:nni
variant in this generic corporeal economy OF HUIES = b e

ise superfluous
women, who supposedly rransformed otherwl Pe
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nourishment for the fetus, and new mothers, who nursed and thus
needed to convert extra blood into milk, did not }.mn‘ a surplus and thus
did not menstruate. “After birth,” says the omniscient Isidore, passing on
one millennium of scholarship to the next, “whatever blood has not vet
been spent in the nourishing of the womb flows by natural passage to the
breasts, and whitening [hence lac, from the Greek leskos (white), Isidore
says] by their virtue, receives the quality nf‘mi_]k.“ﬂ" 50 too obese women
(they transformed the normal plethora into fat), d-.qu'r:r- (they uv:f up
the plethora in exercise), and women “engaged in singing contests™ (in
their bodies “the material is forced to move around and is utterly con-
sumed”) did not menstruate cither and were thus generally infertile.®®
The case of singers, morcover, illustrates once again the extent to which
what we would take to be only metaphoric connections between organs
were viewed as having causal consequences in the body as being real.
Here the association is one between the throat or neck through which air
flows and the neck of the womb through which the menses passes; activ-
ity in one detracts from activity in the other. (In fact. metaphorical con-
nections between the throat and the cervix/vagina or buccal cavity and
pudenda are legion in antiquity and still into the nineteenth century, as
fig. 2 suggests. Put differently, a claim that is made in OneE case as meta-
phor—the emissions that both a man and a woman deposit in front of
the neck of the womb are drawn up “with the aid of breath, as with the
mouth or nostrils”—has literal implications in another- singers arc less
likely to menstruare.30)

_ﬁlﬂmugh I have so far only described the ecc momy of fungible fluids
with fespect to sperm and menstrual blood. scemingly gendered prod-
ucts, it in fact transcended sex and even species boundaries. True, because
men were hotter and had less blood left over, they did not generally give
@&. R, *ﬁ'ﬁﬂﬂﬂt reports, some men after pubénr did produce a little
milk and with consistent milking could be made to produce more (HA
3,20.522a19—22}. Conversely, women menstruated because they were

certain ages to have a surplus
: ; 1 Women was thought to have
asﬁmc:‘?n;fl, nonreproductive, equivalents, which allowed it to be viewed
: P 4 a ph}';mlngy held in common with men. Thus, Hippocrates

eld, the onset of 3 nosebleed, bur also of menstruation, was an indication
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Fig. 2. Nineteenth-century illustration of a view into the aperture of the larynx which makes

it book like the female external genitalia. Galen had pointed out that the wula, which hangs
down at the back of the soft palate—center view as one looks into the mouth —gives the same
sort of protection to the throat that the clitoris gives to the uterus. From Max Muller, Lectures
m thy Saence of Languags

a woman vomiting blood would stop if she started to menstruate.®! The
same sort of substirution works with sweat: women menstruate less in
aid Soranus, because of the different

the summer and more in winter, s
throughout the body in warm and

amounts of evaporation thar take place
: i b
cold weather. The more perspiration, the less menstrual bleeding.*?

What matters is losing blood in relation to the fluid balance of the

body. not the sex of the subject or the orifice from which it is lost. Hence,

argued Aracteus the Cappadocian, if melancholy appears after “the
suppression of the catemenial discharge in women,” or after “fhr:_ hemor-
rhoidal flux in men, we must stimulate the parts to throw off their accus-
tomed evacuation.” Women, said Aristotle, do not suffer from hemor-
rhoids or nosebleeds as much as men do, except when thcir_ rncpsl:ru_ai
discharges are ceasing; conversely, the menstrual discharge is slight 10
women with hemorrhoids or varicose veins presumably because surplus
blood finds egress by these means.**
The complex network of interconvertibility

of one sex is even wider than I have suggtstcd. and en .
well as fluid. Aristotle, for example, finds confirmartion for

implicit in the physiology
compasses flesh as
common
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residual nature of sperm anﬂd I.'I‘u_‘l.'lifl!"lu' fl_l:rn.i I:tﬂ i::“-;:t:;; :J':;‘l:‘h::gl
creatures of both sexes are “less spermaric” (spermi ncackililia
Since “fat also, like semen, is a residue, and is in fact concocte \
fat men and women have less left over to be released in orgasm or as
catamenia. Lean men, on the other hand, produce more semen than far
men and for the same general reason that humans produce proportionally
more semen and more menstrual fluid than other animals: lean men do
not use up nutriment for far; hunmn.s rctain, as a surplus, matenal that in
animals goes into their horns and hair.* 1 .

This sort of analysis can be extended indefinitely. Fair-complexioned
men and women ciaculatc more copiously than darker ones, Anstotle
says, without even bothering to make explicit the assumption that this is
because the latter are generally more hirsute; those on a watery and pun-
gent diet discharge more than they would on a dry bland dier (HA
7.2.583al10-14). Both men and women are tired after cjaculatnion, not
because the quantity of material emitted is so great but because of its
quality: it is made from the purest part of the blood, from the essence of
life (GA 1.18.725b6-7).

If, as T have been arguing, the reproductive fluids in the one-sex model
were but the higher stages in the concoction of food—much like the
lighter-weight products in the fractional distillation of crude oil—then
the male and female seed cannot be imagined as sexually specific, mor-
phologically distinct, entities, which is how they would come to be
understood after the discovery of little creatures in the semen and of what
was presumed to be the mammalian cgg in the late seventeenth century ™
Instead, the substances ¢jaculated by the “two sexes™ in the one-sex body
were hin:rarchicalljl.' ordered versions of one another according to their
supposed power,
kﬂi;iﬁﬁ::;tﬁfxi?‘j::;?"Cd two-seed and onc-seed theones—Ga-
P i S i s :a:,:ﬂ an cmp.lr-lml question th‘at could be
W i sty s ¢ facts. Even in ."tnstfl{k'!» one-seed

cr or lesser refinements of an

2 Ha refer o great

un - :

gendered blood, except when they are used as Ciphers for the male and
or could ever see, does not really

ik = -
female Principles.”3 Whar one sees,

hatter except insofar as the thic 1 male
! : icker, whiter, troth '
semen is a hint thar it 15 \ P

S i more powerful, more likely to act as an cfficient
. nner 1 /
. _ whire, ]
¢jaculate or the still red, — -5

oven lt—“ L‘}nl(.ht':d = .
rgan's3 r P LIC 1ve uids [llfil our o VT O l't th O L

DESTINY 15 I.H-l.'l'ﬂﬂ'( =¥ |




e R

the biological articulation, in the language of a one-sex body, of the poli-
tics of two genders and ultimately of engendering, '

The Hippocratic writer illustrates this point vividly and without the
philosophical complexity we find in Aristotle’s so-called one-seed theory.
Perhaps, if we accept the views of Aline Rousselle, he even speaks for ﬂ{c
otherwise silenced empirical wisdom of women.?” Hippocrates argues for
pangenesis, the view that each part of the body of each parent renders up
some aspect of itself; that the representatives of the various parts form a
reproductive fluid or seed; and that conception consists of a blending, in
various proportions and strengths, of these germinal substances. Hippoc-
rates abandons any effort to artribute strong or weak seed respectively to
actual males or females. Although males must originate from stronger
sperm, “the male being stronger than the female,” both are capable of
producing more or less strong seed. Whar each emits is the result not of
any essential characteristic of male or female, but of an internal bartle
between each sort of seed: “what the woman emits is sometimes stronger,
sometimes weaker; and this applies also to what the man emits.” 3% Hip—
pocrates insists on this point by repeating the claim and gcncrn]jzin.g it to
animals: “The same man does not invariably emit the strong varicty of
sperm, nor the weak invariably, but sometimes the one :m-:?. SOMemes
the other: the same is true in the woman’s case.” This explains why any
given couple produces both male and female offspring as well as stronger
and weaker versions of each; likewise for the beasts.®®

If both partners produce strong sperm, a male results; if both produce
weak sperm, a female is born; and if in one partner the battle has e o
the weak and in the other to the strong, then the sex of the GE:SPI"I‘"‘E 15
determined by the quantity of the sperm produced. A greater quant?;}fli:"
weak sperm, whether produced by the male or th.e .h:n}-.ﬂc, can overwhe

: 2, - vhatever origin, in the second round
a lesser quannity of strong sperm, of whatever ongin, Lo Bl oin
when the two meet in front of the uterus for renclwcd_mm ;t.rh [j::[:cr‘
rates is at pains to emphasize the _Huidit‘.‘-' of the %Im:;z:ﬂ%nbcmfzfn e
penetration of male and female. The contest for sup )

sperm 1s, .

I using a larger

just as though one were 1o mix together beeswax andhsucli,o if o
quantity of the suet than of the beeswax, and melt them geth

[ 1 G st i iling character of the m;xmrc
fire. While the mixture is still fluid, the prevat :
afrer it solidifies can 1t be secn that the suet preval

is not apparent: only . £ vty
s t is just the same with the male an

quantitatively over the wax. And 1
forms of the sperm.*
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Male and female “forms™ of sperm thus currcs}mnd n-:_ithx:r w thl.‘ genital
configuration of their source nor to that ut the new life rh?lf will create,
but rather to gradations on a continuum of strong to wcAF.

I think that, if pushed on the point, the Hippocratic writer would have
to admit that there was something uniquely powerful about male seed,
the fluid that comes from an actual male, because otherwise he would
have no answer to the question with which two-seed theorists were
plagued for millennia: if the female has such powerful seed, then why can
she not engender within herself alone; who needs men? The Hippocratic
texts, however, resolutely resist correlating the gender of the seed, uts
strength or weakness, with the sex of the creature that produced it. In-
stead, in their version of the one-sex economy of fluids, the more potent
seed is by definition the more male, wherever it onginated.

For Galen too each parent contributes something that shapes and viv-
ifiecs matter, bur he insists that the female parent’s seed is less powerful,
less “informing,” than the male parent’s because of the very nature of the
female. To be female means to have weaker seed, seed incapable of engen-
dering, not as an empirical but as a logical marter. “Forthwith, of course,
the female must have smaller, less perfect testes, and the semen generated
in them must be scantier, colder, and wetter (for these things too follow
of necessity from the deficient heat)” (UP 2.631). Thus, in contrast to Hip-
pocrates, Galen holds that the quality of the respective seeds themsclves
tollows from the hierarchy of the sexes. Man’s seed is always thicker and
hcrt::}' than a woman’s for the same reason that the penis is extruded and
o e e e v, el ik ol
o Bacaat of a;ﬂi‘::k.u rlrlti1;11: and man is more perfect than
brcsonk 16 e’ Ao :h“ r-‘.l(‘.u.u. _ In. opposition, hﬂwn'gr. to what
SEMEN, a true generative 13:“1 _Mk_'ﬂ NG I S—— P‘w
BT et 5'.:“ : t. this were not the case, he asks rh:tm

L4 ’ L}' hﬂ.\l’.‘ TCStli,'IfCS., “"hlq;h '[hc}r n]mifmlv m, M _|f

'-'J'IE"'.-’ had no tcsricl ¥ x
; es (orch e ! :
course, which they \orehets) they would not have the desire for inter-

e manifestly have.2 In other words, the female sced,
0 herself, “is not very far short of being perfec " (UP

2.630). i g

Mal y

I :: :;?i,d:. :;E:;lt:r scll;llc;:j more and less refined fluids, thus stand in the
© blood that penis and vagi ! 4
;r;{;f}:\chd :}pd still-inside or;::nﬁ, As t;:%:’:ﬁﬁ“ Ptnl“"'ttl
a (ibn-Sina, 980-1037) puts it in his discussion of these Galenic
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texts, “the female seed is a kind of menstrual blood, incompletely digested

and little converted, and it is not as far away from the nature of blood (a

virtute sanguinea) as is the male seed.”*3 He assimilates digestion and

reproduction, food, blood, and sced into a single general economy of

fluids driven by heat. The female in the one-sex model lacks the capa::im

the vital heat, to convert food to the very highest level: sperm. But she

comes close.
Anstotle and the Aristotelian “one-seed™ tradition, with its radical dis-

tinction between the male and female generative materials ( gonimos),

would seem to make the Galenic intermediate position impossible and

would thus also seem to provide a basis in the body for two biologically

distinct and incommensurable sexes, much in the way that egg and sperm

would come to function in theories like Geddes’ in the nineteenth cen-

tury. Males, in Aristotle’s account, produce sperma, which is the efficient

cause in generation, and females do not. Females provide instead the

catamenia, which is the material cause and thus of an entirely different

nature. But this & priori formal distinction entirely exhausts what Aristotle |

means by sperma and catamenia. Just as the bodies of males and females

fail to provide fixed anatomical correlatives for his theory of generative

causality, so too the reproductive fluids “in the world” do not sustain a |

radical two-sex account of sexual difference. Nor would Aristotle want I

them to. |
Obviously Aristotle and his contemporaries could tell semen from

menstrual blood. Men and sanguineous male animals, they knew, gem:r—

ally emitted a visible, palpable substance that was wt?irc because it was

foam composed of invisible bubbles and thick because it was a compound

of water mixed with breath (pneuma), the tool thi:f»‘“gh which the male

principle worked. Although Aristotle usually referred to this stuff 3

sperma, its distinguishing characteristics were not in principle aspects ﬂ'_::

the seed itself.# The ejaculate, he makes absolutely explicit, was but the

vehicle for the efficient cause, for the sperma, which wurkrcd its maglcfllkt

an invisible streak of lightning. As experience vacd, it oAk O n.mz

evaporated from the vagina; it no more entered into the caremenia,

what would become the body of the embryo, :d-mn any active agent em-:a:ts
into passive matter when one thing is made from two. ﬁ:tesr “a:)J; d:;; f:h it
of the carpenter merges with the bed he crafts, nor does the SW s
art enter the sword he is fashioning, nor does rennet or fig juice

i : th
part of the milk they curdle into cheesc. Indeed the efficient cause, the

DESTINY IS5 ANATOMY 41



artisanal, informing principle, can apparently be carned m: tf‘.l(' breeze
alone, as with the Cretan mares who are “wind impregnared.”*

All of Aristotle’s metaphors discount a physically present cjaculate;
sperma as artisan works in a flash, more like a genie than like a she \r:makcr_
who sticks to his last. His images bring us back to the constellanon of
phlegm/brain/sperm: conception is for the male to have an idea, an artis-
tic or artisanal conception, in the brain-uterus of the female.*

But the female, the material, contribution to generation is only shightly
more material and thus recognizable by the physical properties of men-
strual blood. Aristotle is at pains to point out that catamenia, the men-
strual residue itself, is not to be equated with the actual blood that one
sees: “the greater part of the menstrual flow is uscless, being fluid” (GA
2.4.739a9). But he leaves the relationship berween the catamenia, wherein
the sperma works its magic, and anything visible—the “useless” menstrual
discharge or the fluid that moistens the vagina during intercourse—unex-
plored largely because it does not matter in a world in which claims about
the body serve primarily as illustrations of a varicty of higher truths 4
His dominant image is of a hierarchy of blood: “The secretion of the
male and the menses of the female are of a sangunous nature.”** Semen
from men who have coitus too often reverts to its carlier bloody statc;
semen in boys and often in older men is, like the catamenia, unable to
impart movement to matter.*® For Aristotle, therefore, and for the long
tradition founded in his thought, the generative substances are intercon-
vertible elements in the economy of a single-sex body whose higher form
1s male. As physiological fluids they are not distinctive and different in
kind, but the lighter shades of biological chiaroscuro drawn in blood. 5

All of this evidence suggests that in the construction of the one-sex
body the borders between blood, semen, other residues and food be-
m’ﬂ;n the organs of reproduction and other organs, berween ;
passion an_d the heat of life, were indistinct and, to the
_alrnusr unimaginably—indeed rcrr:'fy.'ingly—upmnms.
ﬁﬁi‘:t“::kﬁd n“dna]kgh:“ Warms a text atributed to Constantinius

: a i S —— ? :
the body to give thc?nsatl c:ncgclﬁ;sr: i;ﬂ?:::j 1" ‘:;"'-[i__“"-“ o MR
after Aristotle and a thousand after G Dan
plays on the ﬁmgibiljr;.r of the body
?r‘;dd’;“;ll‘f dbfripcrfm like a dish
Y the heat of the he

the hear of
modern person,
“Anvone who has

ifteen hundred vears
: a];n, Dante in the Purgatorio still
s Hl_udx and the affinities of 1ts hears.
(altmento) thar is sent from the rable,
art, sent down to the gemitals, from
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u-!-nich “it sprays iq nnmn:‘; vesscl, on another’s blood.”52 The Secrers of
Women, ;ump:lcﬂ tfrom ancient lore during the later Middle Ages and still
popular in the eighteenth century, speaks of the appetite for intercourse
as a direct result of the buildup of residue from daily food. Menstrua
refined from the blood heats up a woman’s vulva through an “abundance
of marter” and causes her greatly ro desire coition.53

The fluid economy of the one-sex body thus engenders the desires and
the heat through which it will be perpetuated. But more generally I hope
it is becoming clear that the physiology and even the anatomy of genera-
ton are but local instances of a way of talking about the body very differ-
ent from our own. Visible flesh and blood cannot be regarded as the
stable “real” foundation for cultural claims about it. Indeed, the interpre-
tuve problem is understanding the purchase of “real” and the degree to
which biology is only the expression of other and more pervasive truths.

Orgasm and desire

“I must now tell why a great pleasure is coupled with the exercise of the
generative parts and a raging desire precedes their use,” Galen wrote (UP
2.640). However else orgasm might be tempered to fit the cultural needs
of the private and the public body, it signaled the unsc:::ialim:?i body’s !
capacity to generate. A basically marter-of-fact, specifically genital urge ,
led to a grander, systemic heating of the body until it was hot enough to

concoct the seeds of new life. Serous residues, exquisitely smsjlriw: skin,

and friction were the proximal causes of sexual dclig_ht anld desire; “that

the race may continue incorruptible forever” was their ultimate purpose.

The process of generation might differ in its nuances as ﬂ'lc 1.'1'EaJ heatii

the seeds, and the physical qualities of the substances ‘It'.mng ejaculate

differed berween the sexes—bur libido, as we might call it, had no sex.

There was, of course, the age-old issue of whether rnenfur wn:'n-?n

; -7 : - ously 10
enjoved the pleasures of Venus more, a question posed most famousl)

' 1t would become a

Ovid, who offers an ambiguous answer. (Ovid’s accout g
regular anecdote in the professonal repertory, told to g‘-‘“‘:r“_‘"m_ll;
medieval and Renaissance students to spice up medical Iecnjtrc:-.) :::;
Tiresias, who had experienced love as both a man arld.a ?‘;xt:hm.
blinded by Juno for agrecing with Jupiter that women ?]U}jm:ss i
Bur his qualifications for judging already suggest e 'PE: e Tl
question: he knew either one or the other, or both, aspec
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nine Venus rather than of the masculine amor. And the story ”t':;ﬁ “nu.r-
ror” metamorphosis from man to woman, th-:. result of his ’*”“ ng Ir“’”'
copulating serpents, and back to man by striking them E‘F"f'" ugh? year o
later, further undermines his authority on the Sl.‘);l.féﬂ d_lﬂl:rt:lm.'itlun of
pleasure. Snakes famously give no outward sign of their sex; they curl
around one another in coition and reflect back and forth the most ambig-
uous and ungendered of images. Though differing perhaps in r:u.un;c.
orgasm is orgasm in the one-flesh body, Ovid’s story seems to x;q.-.-f
A common neurology of pleasure in a common anatomy, it was
thought, bore witness to this fact. Galen, for example, notes that “the
male penis . . . as well as the neck of the uterus and the other parts of the
pudendum™ are richly endowed with nerves because they need sensation
during sexual intercourse and that the testes, scrotum, and uterus are
poorly endowed because they do not. Animal dissections prove, he says,
that the “genital areas,” in common with the liver, spleen, and kidneys,
have only small nerves while the pudenda have “more considerable ones.”
Even the skin of the relevant organs is more irritated by the “itch” of the
flesh than would be the skin of the body’s other parts. Given all these
adaprations, “it is no longer to be wondered at that the pleasure inherent
in the parts there and the desire that precedes it are more vehement.”5
Aristotle too is at pains to point out that “the same part which serves
for the evacuation of the fluid residue is also made by nature to serve in
sexual congress, and this alike in male and female.”% Both sperma and
catamenia generate heat in the genital regions, both put pressure on the
sexual organs that are prepared to respond to their stimuli, though in the
case of women’s parts the heat seems to serve primarily to draw in semen,
hkﬁ; ':“PP:’“?E "'{55‘?1; and not to spur coition (GA 2.4.739b10).
emen” in this economy of pleasure
E::R also, r:hrc-ugh its S_PL"I':iﬁC action on the genitals, one of the causes of
sitive to it,57 {br inP;arl:s rm: : I':::mtm-c;l_i by Nature to hc hypersen-
discuss the physical causes of '1-'Un_nr"1 ved fow i TI_"n': only ancient text to
; Passive homosexuality—the unnatural de-
sire of the male to play the socially inferior role of woman by offer; hi
zgz:f?;a}l}eg?aﬁ;?—::tﬁbUtu -it both to an CXCess 1;“5::;1:::1 ::Eg;ﬂli
: ctect that shunts this excess to an inappmpﬁatc orifice, the
anus, instead of allowing ir to simply build up ; ice, t
8 ) P in the proper m A
gan.>%) Needless to say, great pleasure is to be had from siraghm;k or

1s not only a generative substance
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Orgasm thus dovetails nicely with the economy of fluids discussed in
the previous section. One of Galen’s arguments for the existence of a true
female seed, for example, was its link to desire; it offered “no small use-
fulness in inciting the female to the sexual acr and in opening wide the
neck of the womb during coitus™ (UP 2.643). He might acrually have
meant that it works like a penis. The part in question, extending out to
the “pudenda™ (the cervix?, the vagina?) is, he says, sinewy and becomes
straight during intercourse. He does not actually claim that the womb or
vagina has an erection, but he describes the penis also as a sinewy, hollow
body that becomes erect when it 1s hlled with pneuma, with breath. And
elsewhere still he develops the labia/foreskin association.®® The medieval
commentator Albertus Magnus, writing still very much in this tradition
almost a millennium later, makes the link explicit: a ventositas, a gascous,
perhaps also liquid modification of vital heat, engorges the genital organs
of both sexes.® Organs and orgasms thus reflect one another in a com-
mon mirror.

Meanwhile Avicenna. the influential Arabic physician, broadens the
discussion of the semen/pleasure nexus by explicitly connecting thc anat-
omy and physiology of sexual pleasure in the one-sex body. An irritation
of a common human flesh, caused by the acute quality or sheer quantity
of sperm—again common to both scxu:s—cng::ndcrs_a specifically genital
itch (pruritum) in the male’s _-,pcrmatic vessels and in the mouth C.I‘['_ﬂ‘lc
womb (i ore matricis), which is relicved only by the Cl:laﬁng of inter-
course or its equivalent. In this process the vagina, or in any casc d_“"
cervix, becomes erect like the penis and is “thrust fum*alrd up against its
mouth as though moving forward through the desirc of auracting
sperm.”®! In the telling absence of a precise technical vocabulary, lj_n
difficult to be sure exactly what part of a woman'’s ggmta] organ is m-:}; S
where; but the critical .gcncral claim, that irritation by a serous dﬂu-]

: g ; i o experience desire
I-mh’ called sperm or semen causcs women like men
and erection, is made unambiguously.

Intercourse in the one-sex body, however,
a genital occasion. (Nor, of course, is dIﬂSH';?
cal forces independent of the imagination. : : b
the most sensitive gauge of the presence of residues, the point of _

release, and the immediate locus of pleasure, but mimf:j i; a gmﬁm .
friction culminating in a corporeal blaze. Intercourse and orgasm < =
e d huffing and puffing, violent,

last stage, the whole body’s final exaggerate

is not construed primarily as
purely the product of physi-
The gcnirals, to be sure, arc

. 5 |
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stormlike agitation in the throes of pm.r.iu.cing the .w:rdn_t of life. The mh..
bing together of organs, or even their imagined chafing in an erotic
dream, causes warmth to diffuse via the blood vessels 1o the rest of the
body. “Friction of the penis and the movement of the whole man cause
the fluid in the body to grow warm,” the Hippocratic writer reports; “an
irritation is set up in the womb which produces pleasure and heat in the
rest of the body”62 Then, as warmth and pleasure build up and spread,
the incrr:a.singly: violent movement of the body causes its finest part to be
concocted into semen—a kind of foam—which bursts our with the un-
controlled power of an epileptic seizure, to use the analogy Galen bor-
rowed from Democritus.®® Sexual heat is an instance of the hear that
makes matter live and orgasm, which signals the explosive release of the
seed and the heated pneuma, mimics the creative work of Narure irself.

Although specific interpretations of the male and female orgasm might
differ, certain facts were generally not in dispute: both sexes experienced
a violent pleasure during intercourse that was intimately connected with
successful generation; both generally emitred snmuhing; pleasure was
due both to the qualities of the substance emitted and to its rapid pro-
pulsion by “air”; the womb performed double dury in both emitting
something and then drawing up and retaining a mixture of the two emis-
sions. Of what deeper truths these facts spoke was much debarted.

Ir} the first place, the way orgasm felt was adduced as cvidence for
}JEJ‘I.‘[#E:I.ﬂ'ﬂI .r.?mhrg._rulc:glcal th::tmlc_s. Pangenesists could argue as follows:
‘the intensity of pleasure of coition” proves that seed comes from every
part of |'.'Ih0t|'1 partners because pleasure is greater if multiplied and that of
orgasm 1s so great that it must result from something happening every-
where .rather than just in a few places or in one sex only. But even if this
reasoning was not universally accepted, most writers nevertheless re-
garded orgasm as a most weighty sign.
als:?i;;ikg‘;:g :::“:—:ltt :l?;t; ?]s::}n-l-mm having sexual intercourse. and
R e cyes “F'“‘ﬂl‘d? ch:auf»c the heat going
e ; P‘W'F rection makes the €yes turn in the direction in whi
it itself is traveling % Conv : : Petion in which
the heat of life § onversely, sexual heat is the most intense form of
e Tcr:ij, :: IFDr:l:xjin lu} successful generation. The early Chris-

s ple, grounded his heterodax theory of the

soul:—-m:_ material origin, its entry at the me ' con
“€ption, its departure at death—on Seosaes ‘
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In a single impact of both parties, the whole human frame is shaken and
foams with semen, in which the damp humor of the body is joined to the
hot substance of the soul . . . I cannot help asking, whether we do not, in
that very heat of extreme gratification when the generative fluid is ejected,
feel that somewhat of our soul has gone out from us? And do we not ex-
perience a faintness and prostration along with a dimness of sight? This,
then, must be the soul producing seed, which arises from the outdrip of the
soul, just as that fluid is the body-producing seed which proceeds from the

drainage of the flesh.**

This “heat of extreme grarification.” however, is open to quite different
secular interpretations. Lucrenius regarded it as the blaze of battle in the
war of sexual passion and conception. Young men are wounded by Cu-
pid’s arrow and fall in the direction of their injuries: “blood spurts out in
the direction of their wound.” (In context this can only be semen, pure
blood and not the blood of virginiry.) Then both bodies are liquefied in
rapture, and their ejaculates engage in a synecdochic version of the two
bodies’ combar. Offspring resemble both parents, for example, becalus::
“at their making the sceds that course through the limbs under the im-
pulse of Venus were dashed together by the collusion of mutual passion
in which neither party was master or mastered.”*

In contrast to these positions, Aristotle wants to isolate orgasm from
generation so as to protect the difference between efficient and material
cause from an untidy world in which both sexes have orgasms that feel as
if the same process had gone on in each of them. (As it turns out, Aris-
totle was right but not for the reasons he gave.) Thus for htm it has to ll:e
“impossible to conceive withour the emission of the male”; whether he
feels pleasure during cjaculation is irrelevant. On the other hand women
must be able to conceive “without experiencing the pleasure usqal in such
intercourse™ because, by definition, conception is the work of the male
emission on material in, or produced by, the body of the female. (Females

usually do emit something but need not do so; there can be just enough

' or ¢ 1 ace but
catamenial residue resting in the womb for conception O take pl

no extra that needs to be expelled.) Aristotle’s argument 1is as}memﬁﬁ
here—males must emit, women need not fec]——l:rccause he “Em [ma:urc-
to the essentials. It makes no difference how one interprets rr::mJ P }::umm;
he must insist. however, that female P]CESLTI‘E—-]'I.C dm:;u;s:s i e
in this regard—has no implication for his theory of the separa
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causes. His real interest is not in interpreting orgasm, but in mo¢ Inter-
preting it.%” -

It follows from this position that Aristotle would make no c_-ﬂ::rt o
ground two sexes in radically different passions JI“"_ E‘]'_\'-““r“"- ['hough
women clearly could, in his view; conceive without feeling anything, he
regarded this as a freak occurrence that resulted \\'!11‘” “the part chance to
be in heat and the uterus to have descended,” that is, when the womb and
vagina were warmed by something other than the friction of intercourse
and experienced their internal erection without concomitant sexual ex-
citement. “Generally speaking,” he said, “the opposite is the case”™; dis-
charge by women 15 accompanied by pleasure just as it 1s 1in men, and
“when this is so there is a readier way for the semen of the male o be
drawn into the uterus.” %

Aristotle’s many allusions to sexual pleasure are clearly not directed at
distinguishing the orgasms of men and women but in keeping their sim-
ilarities from being relevant. What he takes to be CONtINEZENt Sensations
must not be construed as evidence for what he regards as metaphysical
truths about generation. He denies that orgasm signals the production of
generative substances even for the male; “the vehemence of pleasure in
sexual intercourse,” he maintains, is not ar all due to the production of
semen but is the result instead of “a strong friction wherefore if this in-
tercourse is often repeated the pleasure is diminished in the persons con-
cerned.”®® The rhetorical force of this convoluted sentence is to stress the
fading of feeling that comes from repetition. Elsewhere he says that plea-
sure arises not just from the emission of semen but from the pneuma, the
breath, with which the generative substances explode. The point is simply
i;r Eu[ih:srzzzsioiii C::::;’i;k; (:l'thr:*j gc:ncr.:ur‘n...'r act -_.:gmﬁca noth-
e i cam t; ico , no efficient cause itself. for

_ E boys and old men who are
tent but nevertheless enjoy emission.”
can emit their respective generativ
turnal wet dreams.”!

M{MH e"_“ orgasm might be or not be, mean or not mean, in var-
ous philosophical or theological contexts, it was ar the very !c.u:t d
stood as the summa voluptas that normally e S
S by Neitid o biow shiat U panied the final blast of
S ; t it expelled its generarive CSSENCes Or, in any

, Was in 4 state to conceive. As such, jr dwelled at the in e '
nature and civilization. On the h : 3 : tcr.mmm of
one hand, orgasm was associated with

not po-
0 - ’

Conversely, both men and women
¢ products and feel nothing, as in noc-

DESTINY |5 ANATOMY 48




unrestrained passion, warmth, melting, rendering, rubbing, cxploding, as
qualities of the individual body; aspects of the process of individual gen-
eration. On the other hand, orgasm also bore witness to the power of
mortal flesh to reproduce its kind and thus assure the continuity of the
body social. It and sexual pleasure generally were therefore cultural facts
as well: the biology of conception was at the same time a model of filia-
tion; the effective elimination of the distinct ontological category woman
in the one-sex model and the doctrine that “like seeks like™ made it diffi-
cult to explain heterosexuality upon which generation depended; the un-
ruly body spoke of the unruly heart, of the fall from grace and weakness
of the will: microcosmic creation mirrored the macrocosmic. Though the
social and the corporeal cannot be disentangled, for purposes of exposi-
tion I will discuss orgasm first as the physicians confronted it—as a clin-
ical problem of fertility or infertility—and then briefly tum in the next
section to its relation to the demands of culture.

Physicians and midwives needed to know how to make men and women
fertile—or more covertly, how to make them infertile—and how to tell if
their therapeutic interventions were on the right track. If, as was com-
monplace, one believed that the body gave signs through its pleasures of
the capacity to generate, then these could be read and the underlying
processes manipulated to ensure or prevent conception. 50, for example,
Aetios of Amida, physician to Justinian who summarized for the emperor
much ancient medical learning, interpreted a woman’s Orgasmic shudder
as a prognostic sign of conception. If “in the very coitional act itgclf, she
notes a certain tremor . . . she is pregnant.” (Actios also trnnsmmtcdlw
the Christian world the old saw that women who are forced to ll'javc in-
tercourse against their will are sterile while those “in love conceive very
often.”) A woman'’s shiver would not have been und::rstr_x?d snnPIy as a
sign of her “semination”; it would register also the closing qﬁ of h:ir
womb ar the appropriate time, after it had drawn up her seed mixed with
that of the male.™ 1l .
Because the womb was thought to close after its orgasmic cjaculation,
correct coital rhythm between partners during intercourse was thought
critical for conception. If the woman is t00 exlcm:‘::] Lbc{-‘orc mt:r:::;i;::
begins, the Hippocratic writer points out, she u:fﬂl ejaculate plf:ma [ e
then not only will her further pleasure diminish—a conclusion clea y
based on men observing themselves—Dbut also her womb will close an
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she will not become pregnant. In exemplary reproductive heterosexual
intercourse, then, both partners reached orgasm at the same time. Like a
flame thar flares when wine is sprinkled on it, the woman’s heat blazes
most brilliantly when the male sperm is sprayed on it, Hippocrates rhap-
sodized. She shivers. The womb seals itself. And the combined elements

for a new life are safely contained within.™

Orgasm in this account is thus common to both sexes but, like anat-
omy and the seeds themselves, it is hierarchically ordered. The man deter-
mines the nature of woman’s pleasure, which is more sustained bur also,
because of her lesser heat, less intense; the man feels a greater pang at the
secretion of bodily fluids because a greater violence accompanies their
being wrenched from his blood and flesh. Feelings mirror the cosmic
order and at the same time suggest the sparkling of a candle in a mist of
resinated wine.

Clinically, therefore, the problem is how to manipulate the pace of pas-
sion and the heat of the body so as to produce the desired results, concep-
tion or nonconception. Aristotle (or the pseudo-Aristotelian author of
book 10) gives elaborate directions for determining in cases of barrenness
which partner’s coital rhythms or corporeal environment was at fault.
During intercourse the woman’s womb should become moist bur “not
often or excessively too moist,” lubricated as the mouth is with saliva
‘u_-rhcn we are about to eat (once again a neck-of-the-womb/throar connec-
mlm:l.?‘4 More natural history: if a man cjaculates quickly and “a woman
with dlﬂilcult}' as 1s often the case” this prevents com'rpti-un sINce women
dnrcnnmhute “something to the semen and to generation.” The obser-
:ra]?;n ﬂt_f:; rwnzcn;cii;nd men who are barren with. cach other are “fertile

parters who kc:fp pace with them during inter-

text of prescriptions for birth control and abortion. the

Arabic writer Rhazes suggested that “if the m e

an discharges sooner than
regnant,” 76

» for example, could keep cither
drgucs—again this is a com-
man’s penis might cause a

-+« Whereupon she does not emit
(sperma), and when she does not €mit sperm a child js not ma-:c.“ -“!.ip;"m“
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raise male anxiety still further, he warns that unsartisfied women will re-
main in the thrall of desire and “have recourse to rubbing, with other
women (ad fricationem cum mulieribus), in order to achieve amongst
themselves the fullness of their pleasures” and to rid themselves of the
pressures of seminal residue.”™

But even if the acrual pang of a woman’s orgasm was regarded as a sign
without the specific physiological referent of semination, sexual pleasure
or at the very least desire was still regarded as part of the general care of
the body that made reproduction, and hence the immortal body of the
race, possible. Control of the sexual body was, as Foucault points out in
his History of Sexsality, an aspect of more general dietary and other cor-
poreal disciplines. Nowhere is this aspect of the domestication of sexual
heat clearer than in Soranus’ Gynecology, which was written in the second
century but which in various fragments and translations was one of the
most widely cited texts until the late seventeenth century.

Soranus was not much interested in female ejaculation because he re-
mained in doubt as to whether women actually contributed an active
principle, a true seed. “It seems not to be drawn upon in generation since
it is excreted externally,” he concluded cautiously. He nowhere denied the
everyday existence of the sharp crisis of orgasm in women, but it was not
of primary clinical concern. What mattered in women as in men, Soranus
thought, was “the urge and appetite for intercourse.” Making the body
ready for generation was like making it ready to put food to best use. The
physiological affinity between generation and nutrition, eating and pro-
creation, and in later Christian formulations berween gluttony and lust,
are nowhere clearer: “as it is impossible for the seed to be dis,charga?l by
the male, in the same manner, without appetite it can not be conceived
by the female” A woman ingesting and a woman conceiving are engaged
in analogous functions; food eaten when one has no appetite is not prop-

erly digested, and seed received by a woman when she has no sexual urge

is not retained.”® b
But appetite alone is clearly not cnough, since lecherous women fe
desire all the time but are not always fertile. The body—Soranus 1s w.nt—
ing for midwives who ministered to ladies of the Roman gnw}mmg_
class—must be properly cultivated to prepare for the civic ta;k 0] 35:
creation. They ought to be well rested, appropriately nourished, r;: .
in good ﬂrdm-', and hot. Just as a Roman magistrate should eat on }; {;‘-uc ‘
foods as would maintain his sound judgment, so a woman shouid €2
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appropriately before sex “to give the inner rurbulence .m. imperus toward
coition” and to be sure that her sexual urges were not diverted by hunger.
She should be sober. A rubdown before intercourse would be indicated,
since it “naturally aids the distribution of food, [and] also }_u'lpx in the
reception and retention of the sced.”™ The fungibility of thuds, lhc_
equivalences of heat, are here registered in the social discapline of
the body for procreation.

The demands of culture

The one-sex body would seem to have no boundaries that could serve to
define social status. There are hirsute, viral women—the virago—who
arc too hot to procreate and are as bold as men; and there are weak,
cffeminate men, too cold to procreate and perhaps even womanly in
wanting to be penetrated. “You may obtain physiognomic indications of
masculinity and femininity,” writes an ancient authority on interpreting
the face and body, “from vour subject’s glance, movement, and voice, and
then, from among these signs, compare with one another until you deter-
mine to your satisfaction which of the two sexes prevails.”® “Two sexes”
here refers not to the clear and distinct kinds of being we might mean
when we speak of opposite sexes, but rather to delicate, difficult-ro-read
shadings of one sex. There is, for example, no inherent gendering of de-
sire and hence of coupling. It was in no way thought unnatural for mature
men to be sexually attracted to boys. The male body, indeed, seemed
equally capable of responding erotically to the sight of women as to ar-
tractive young men, which is why physicians forbade sufferers of satyr-
tasis (al?nﬂrmal sexual craving characterized by unceasing erection and
gcmtajlltch} to consort with cither, regardless of their respective genital
formartions,®! Ilnsfc:fn: as sexual artraction had a biological basis—as op-
ke g e e I
anes’ story of the origins of men aid wa . panaL ;n."s‘mmph'

omen from two aboriginal, glob-

ular creatures who had either two male organs, two female Oorgans, or one

order to achieve union. Otherwise.,
text of “whar is natural is pleasant™:
aw. In facr, reproductive heterosexual
. The original globular crearures had
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=.rhci.r genitals on the outside and “cast their seed and made children, not
in nnc‘annl:hr:r but on the ground, like cicadas.” In the new cut-up state
d'llc:.' did nothing but longingly embrace their missing halves and thus
died from hunger and idleness. Zeus hit upon the idea of relocating the
genitals of one half of the new crearures, “and in doing so he invented
interior reproduction, by men in women.” This had the great advantage
that when the new male embraced the new female, he could cast his seed
into her and produce children and that when male embraced male, “they
would at least have the satisfaction of intercourse, after which they could
stop embracing, return to their jobs, and look after their other needs in
life.” Genitals are very hard to picture in the first part of this account and
subsist only to make the best of a bad situation. “Love is born into every
human being,” the story concludes; “it tries to make one out of two and
heal the wound in human nature.” But what we would call the sex of that
human being seems of only secondary importance.®?

But where honor and status are at stake, desire for the same sex i
regarded as perverse, diseased, and wholly disgusting. A great deal more
was written about same-sex love between men than between women be-
cause the immediate social and political consequences of sex between men
was potentially so much greater. Relatively little was directly at stake in
sex berween women. Yet whether between men or between women, the
issue is not the identity of sex but the difference in status between part-
ners and precisely what was done to whom. The active male, the one who
penetrates in anal intercourse, or the passive female, the one who is
rubbed against, did not threaten the social order. It was the weak, wom-
anly male partner who was deeply flawed, medically and mlt:)rall}r. His very
countenance proclaimed his nature: pathicus, the one being pgnm:ratcd;
cinaedus, the one who engages in unnatural lust; mollss, the passive, eﬂ'cm—‘
inate one.®* Conversely it was the tribade, the woman playing the role of
the man, who was condemned and who, like the mollis, was sajld m_bc
the victim of a wicked imagination as well as an excess and misdirection
of semen.™ The actions of the mollis and the tribade were thus unnatural
not because they violated natural heterosexuality but because they played
out—literally embodied—radical, culturally unacceptable reversals of

power and prestige. . ,
Similarly, when power did not matter or when a utopian §hanng [.)f
: d women is being imagined, their

political responsibility between men and women 1s 1 : :
respective Eaz and reproductive behavior 1s stripped of meaning as
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well. Aristotle, who was immensely concerned about the sex « :-r free men
and women, recognized no sex among slaves. “A:x.rnman‘ as Vicky
Spellman puts it, “is a female who is free; a ‘'man’ is a male “h:: |?- a
citizen; a slave is a person whose sexual identity does not marter.”* For
Aristotle, in other words, slaves are without sex because their gender does
not matter politically. .

Plato, on at least one occasion, also dismissed a distinction between the
sexes which in other circumstances is critical. When in the Republic he
wished to make a case for the absence of essential public differences be-
tween men and women, for equal participation in governance, EVImnastic
exercises, and even war, he supported his claim by downplaying the dif-
ference in their reproductive capacities. If something characteristic of
men or women can be found which fits one or the other for particular
arts and crafts, by all means assign them accordingly. Bur no such distine-
tion exists, he maintains, and whar Aristotle would take to be the critical
difference between bearing and begetting counts for nothing.

But if it appears that they differ only in this respect that the female bears
and the male begets, we shall say that no proof has yet been produced that
the woman differs from the man for our purposes, but we shall continue to
think that our guardians and their wives ought to follow the same pur-
suits, 5

Begetting and bearing are not radically opposed, or even hierarchically
ordered. Plato uses a decidedly unphilosophical verb for begetting, the
verb mimf-ﬂ'n, to mount; Aristotle uses the same verb when he says
ﬂ:]al: the victor among bulls “mounts” the cow and then, “exhausted by
his amourous cfforts.” is subsequently beaten by his opponent (HA
6.21.575222). Nothing more is at stake. Plaro implies, than the brutish
practice of man mounting woman. The macrocosmic order is not made
Imminent f‘Juaugh the sexual act; the respective roles of man and woman
1t generation, though different, do not constitute a decisive difference.

In w ; varyl

contexts, such differences could matter a grear deal mdnu'c::iﬂili:-a:z u:sg
t:l:r‘cd. Sperma, for Aristotle, makes the man and serves i
canzen. In a society where Physical labor was the s;

generating new life,
cliberative strength,
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of his superior rational power, and of his right to govern. Sperma, in
other words, is like the essence of citizen. Conversely, Aristotle used the
adjective akuros to describe both a lack of political authority, or legii-
macy, and a lack of a biological capacity, an incapacity that for him de-
fined woman. She is politically, just as she is biologically, like a boy, an
impotent version of the man, an arren agonos. Even grander differences
are inscribed on the body; the insensible differences between the sex-
ual heat of men and women turns out to represent no less a difference
than between heaven and carth. The very last stage in the heating
sperma comes from the fricion of the penis during intercourse (GA
1.5.717b24). But this is not like the heat of a blacksmith’s fire, which one
miught feel, nor is the pneuma produced like ordinary breath.®” It is a heat
“analogous to the clements of the stars.” which are “carried on a moving
sphere” and are themselves not fired but create warmth in things below
them.®® Suddenly the male organ in coition is a terrestrial instance of
heavenly movement, and the sexed body, whose fluids, organs, and plea-
sures are nuanced versions of one another, comes to illustrate the major
political and cosmic ruptures of a civilization.®®

The most culturally pervasive of these ruptures is that between father
and mother, which in turn contains a host of historically specific distinc-
tions. I want to illustrate the extent to which biology in the one-sex
model was understood to be an idiom for claims about fatherhood by
examining three different accounts of the nature of seed put forward by
Isidore of Seville, who in the sixth and seventh cenruries produced the
first major medieval summary of ancient scientific learning. ,:‘!‘thhﬂkllgh the
social context of a Christian encyclopedist was of course very different
from that of an Athenian philosopher or an imperial Roman doctor, the
structure of Isidore’s arguments is paradigmatic for what is a very long-
lived tradition of understanding sexual difference.

Isidore simultancously holds three propositions to be true: that only
men have sperma, that only women have sperma, and that both have
sperma. It takes no great genius to see that these would be mutually con-
tradictory claims if they are understood as literal truths about the body.

But they would be perfectly compatible if they are scen as corporeal illus-

i d fundamental than biological
trations of culrural truths purer and morc o T

fact. Indeed, Isidore’s entire work is prﬂd.i.ca_tf.‘d on d i*
origin of words informs one about the pristine, uncorrupted, css;nn
nature of their referants, about a reality beyond the corrupt Scnses.

DESTINY 15 ANATOMY 55




In making the first case—that only man h_:!.s sccd.—lxidc re was explain-
ing consanguinity and, as one would expect in a society where 1nhcmaqcc
and legitimacy passes through the father, he was at pains to emphasize
the exclusive origins of the seed in the father’s blood.

Consanguinity is so called by that which from one blood, thar s t'rnrr? the
same semen of the father, is begotten. For the semen of the male is the foam
of blood according to the manner of water which, when beaten against
rocks, makes white foam, or just as dark wine, which poured into a cup,
renders the foam white.

For a child to have a father means that it is “from one blood, thar is from
the same semen as the father™; to be a father is to produce the substance,
semen, through which blood is passed on to one’s successors. Generation
seems to happen without women at all, and there is no hint that blood—
“that by which man is animated, and is sustained, and lives” as Isidore
tells us clsewhere—could in any fashion be transmitted other than
through the male.®!

But illegitimate descent presents a quite different biology. In his entry
on the female genitalia, Isidore argued:

Contrary to this child [one born from a noble father and a plebian mother]
is the illegitimare (spurins) child who is bormn from a noble mother but a
plebian father. Likewise illegitimare is the child born from an unknown
father, a spouseless mother, just the son of SPUricus parcnts.

The reason Isidore gives for why such illegitimate children, those who do
not “take the name of the father” and are called spurius, is that they spring
f'mm rJI'u: mother alone. “The ancients” he explains, “called the female
genitalia the spurium; just as apo tou sporou (from the seed): this SpuriIm
is from the sced” (Plutarch reported that the adjective spurins derived
from a Sabine word for the female genitalia and was applied to illegiti-
mate children as a term of abuse.) So, while the legitimate child is from
th:a Frorth of the father, the illegitimate child is from the seed of the moth-
er’s Ecmrals, as if the father did not exist, 92

\ Finally, when Isidore is explaining why
itors, he is vague on the vexed question ¢
the WO parents bestows the form,” he s
conceived after equally being mixed in
“Newborns resemble fathers, if the
resemble mothers if the mothers’

children resembile their progen-
of female sperm. “Whichever of
ays cavalierly, “the newborn are
the maternal and paternal seed.”
semen of the fathers is potent, and
S€men 1s potent.? (Both parents then
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have seeds that engage in repeated combat for domination every time,
and in each generation a child is conceived.)

These three distinct arguments about what we might take to be the
same biological matenial are a dramartic illustration that much of the de-
bate about the nature of the seed and of the bodies that produce it—
about the boundaries of sex in the one-sex model—are in fact not about
bodies at all. They are about power, legitimacy, and fatherhood, in prin-
ciple not resolvable by recourse to the senses.

Freud suggests why this should be so. Until the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, when it was discovered that the union of two different germ cells,
egg and sperm, constituted conception, it was perfectly possible to hold
that fathers mattered very little at all. Paternity, as in Roman law, could
remain a matter of opinion and of will. Spermatozoa could be construed
as parasitic stirring rods whose function, in a laboratory dish, might be
fulfilled by a glass rod.* And while the role of fathers generally in con-
ception was settled more than a century ago, until very recently it was
impossible to prove that any particular man was father to any particular
child. In these circumstances, believing in fathers is like, to use Freud’s
analogy, believing in the Hebrew God. :

The Judaic insistence that God cannot be seen—the graven-image pro-
scription—“means that a sensory perception was given scmm:l_ place to
what may be called an abstract idea.” This God represents “a tnl}mP}I‘ of
intellectuality over sensuality (Triumph der Getstiggkest uber die S;tm—
lichkeit), or ;trictij.' speaking, an instinctual rcnum:ial:ionl.“ F‘rcud brlcfs,
precisely the same case for fathers as for God in the analysis of Aeschylus
Oresteia that immediately follows his discussion of the second com.marlld-
ment. Orestes denies that he has killed his mother by questioning
whether he is related to her at all. “Am I then involved with my mother
by blood-bond?” he asks. “Murderer, yes,” replies the chorus, pointing
out quite rightly that she bore and nursed him. But hp-::'-IJn saves the uifﬂf:}’
for the defense by pointing out that, appearances notwithstanding, *;
mother is no parent of that which is called her child, but only nursc O
the new-planted seed that grows,” “a stranger.” Tl aniy; EMERREREEE
“he who mounts.”

Here in the Oesteia is the founding myth of the Father, ‘Fatherdom
(Vaterschaft), Freud concludes, “is a supposition and like behet n

; : . » Motherhood (Mutter-
Jewish God is “based on an inference, a premiss Sone. Haders
schaft), like the old gods, 1s evident from the lowly senses -
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dom too has “proved to be a momentous step”™; it alr..u—. Freud repears
the phrase but with a more decisive military emphasis—is “a conquest
(einen Sigg) of intellectuality over sensuality.” It represents a victory of the
more elevated, the more refined over the less refined, the sensory, the
material. It is a world-historical Kulturforschrirt, a cultural stride for-
ward. %

The one-sex model can be read, I want to suggest, as an exercise in
preserving the Father, he who stands not only for order but for the very
existence of civilization itself. Ancient authorities make both philosophi-
cal and empirical arguments for the self-evident greater potency of the
male over the female, for the absolute necessity of the genitor. If the
female’s seed were as potent as the male’s, “there would be two principles
of motion in conflict with one another” argued Galen. If woman had as
much as possible of the “principle of motion,” her seed would then essen-
tially be the male’s and act as one with it when mixed. Women would be
men, and nature would be unnecessarily mixing two seeds. Or, if a female
seed as strong as the male’s need not be mixed to cause conception, then
there would be no need for men at all (UP 2.pp632-33). (A late medieval
alternative argument holds that if woman’s semen were as strong as
men’s, then either parthenogenesis is possible—which it is Not—or wom-
an’s contribution to generation would be greater than man’s because she
wnulld be providing not only an active agent but also the place for con-
ception. This, in a hierarchical world, is ex bypothesis impossible.*7) If
w-:-rn':uc:n[ had sn:c:d_ as pﬂt{:ﬂt as males, they could inseminate themselves
T_TE_ %l;ﬁ:ﬁi 1?].t_h men,” Aristotle argued. A manifest absurdity (GA
& :;ﬁ;'}:[’;:;"si;ﬂi{; EE:EEJ;QWH tlc- be so by almost .ﬂI‘ cultures, that
i b o ' puon. It does not of course follow that the

" 18 thereby the more powerful one, and an immense

:rtmugt .:F effort and anxiety had to go into “proving” that this was the
ase. Evidence based on observation of “wind ¢

that are secmingly produced with ) gg_s“ “”‘P""Wiﬂ——cggﬁ
consequently nor ferti]c—-and] (ﬂur o o of the male but that are

of mola—monstrous products of the

his could. Perhaps the confiden i ;
- ﬂ_mr the creator would not “make half the human
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such 2 mutilation,” hides the more pressing but unaskable question of
whether there needs to be a male. After all, the work of generation avail-
able to the senses is wholly the work of the female. %%

But being male and being a father, having what it takes to produce the
more puwerﬁﬂ seed, is the ascendancy of mind over the senses, of order
over disorder, legiimacy over illegitimacy. Thus the inability of women
to conceive within themselves becomes an instance—among many other
things—of the relative weakness of her mind. Since normal conception
is, in a sense, the male having an idea in the woman’s body, then abnormal
conception, the mola, is a conceit for her having an ill-gotten and inade-
quate idea of her own. Seeds of life and seeds of wisdom might well come
to the same thing. Plutarch caurioned that

great care must be taken that this sort of thing does not take place in wom-
en's minds. For if they do not receive the seed(s] (spermata) of good doc-
trines and share with their husbands in intellectual advances, they, left to
themselves, conceive many untoward ideas and low designs and emotions.

Her mind and her uterus are construed as equivalent arenas for the male
active principle; her person is under the rational governance and instruc-
tion of her husband for the same reason that her womb is under the sway
of his sperm. Similarly, he should be able to control his own passions anﬂ
manage hers while being able at the same time to “dr.:l.ight and gratify
her sufficiently to produce children. A man who is “going to harmonize
State, Forum, and Friends” should be able to have his “household well
harmonized.” % _
Christianity made the possibility of such harmony between good social
order and good sexual order far more problematic Fhan it had been 1r?
Roman antiquity. It radically restructured the meanings of sexual h::au:r
in its campaigns against infanticide, it diminished the power of fathers;
in its reorganization of religious life, it altered d::%maucaﬂ?r what it was to
be male and female; in its advocacy of virginiry, it proclaimed t.hf: pﬂd:)s:-
bility of a relationship to society and the body that must anl'jcu:nt th,;
tors—Soranus was the exception—would have found injurious to

health, 100

It is also true that Augustine,
“the equivalent of a universal law of sex
the whole relation of human beings to sOc
phor for the end of the classical age and for

as Peter Brown has argued, d:.scov_enfd
uality,” which represents 2 shift in
jety. It might stand as a meta-
the remaking of community
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associated with the rise of Christianity.1! One’s intimate experiences of
sex, in this new dispensation, were the result not of an lr*:r:hf-:uhlc I'ICJ.I.'IFIE
of the body but of the fall and of the estrangement :.:t will that the fall
brought. Impotence, far from being paradiglﬁancnl_ly 1nmxr:f1r. c.tmld be
construed, even more than erection, as the sign of the s.nul 5 ahc.mmm
from God. 122 Augustine could image intercourse in paradise in ‘Whlt.,:h the
violence, the falling on wounds, the blood gushing, the crashing of Hﬁ-
ies that informs an account like Lucretius’, would be replaced by the im-
age of intercourse as a gentle falling asleep in the partner’s arms. Uncon-
trolled passion would be replaced by actions no more uncontrollable than
the lifting of an arm. Indeed, everything about postlapsarian sex could
thus be felt as continual reminders in the flesh of the tensions of the
fundamentally flawed human condition. All of this was new with the
coming of Christianity.

Bur Augustine’s images for how “impregnation and conception™ might
be “an act of will, instead of by lustful cravings,” were very much sull of
the old one-sex body found in the classical doctors. Such control of the
body is conceivable, he suggested, and offered as an example people who
“produce at will such musical sounds from their behind (without any
stink) that they seem to be singing from that region.” But the more tcllin‘g
case is that of a presbyter named Restitutus in the diocese Calama who,
“whenever he pleased (and he was often asked to perform the fear by
people who desired first-hand experience of so remarkable a Phcnm'nc'-
nonj 1_1': would withdraw himself from all sensations” He we uld, after
some initial lamentations, lie unresponsive like a corpse.
of this presbyter’s trance makes it a particularly
nomenology of intercourse in paradise. When
application of fire he was quite insensible
emerged from his state and the no
the usual pain,103

Here is a model for having the calor Jenitalis without CoOnCupiscence.

EE:Ku,t it j;z als;:i} a Eson in the physiology of the old Adam. Bodies, when
to fire, burn and except in rare circy il :

pose : : _ mstances, feel pain. Similarly

:?hm reprc-dt_lcnon. Augustine did not envisage the nnfic body ir

ich ovulation, conception, a * /o

£ nd even male & -
cjacular
independent of whatever subjectiv : 10n are known to be

Heat and pleasure remaj cuve feclings mighe accompany them.

But one feamure
apt model for the phe-
n he was burned “by the
to pain,” untl of course he
rmally occurring wound occasioned
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the flame and not feel the heat.” Intercourse, argued Pope Innocent 111 in
a diatribe against the body, is never performed without “the itch of the
flesh, the hear of passion, the stench of the flesh 104

Thus, after Augustine as before, the body was thought to work much
as pagan medical writers had described it. Augustine’s new understanding
of sexuality as an inner, and ever present, sign of the will’s estrangement
by the fall did create an alternative arena for the gencrative body. As
Brown says, it “opened the Christian bedchamber to the priest.”105 At
the same time, it kept the door open for the doctor, the midwife, and
other technicians of the old flesh.

Christian and pagan notions of the body coexisted, as did the various
incompatible doctrines of the seed, of generation, and of corporeal hom-
ologies, because different communities asked different things of the flesh.
Monks and knights, laity and clergy, infertile couples and prostitutes
seeking abortion, confessors and theologians in myriad contexts, could
continue to interpret the one-sex body as they needed to understand and
manipulate it, as the facts of gender changed. It is a sign of modernity to
ask for a single, consistent biology as the source and foundation of mas-

culinity and femininity.

My purpose in this chapter has been to explain what I mean by rha..: world
of one sex: mind and body are so intimately bound that conception can
be understood as having an idea, and the body is like an actor on stage,
ready to take on the roles assigned it by culture. In my account sex too,
and not only gender, is understood to be staged. ,
Since 1 have been unwilling to tie the one-sex model to any particular
level of scientific understanding of the body, and since it seems to have
persisted over millennia during which social, pulitic.:ll, :.md culrural life
changed dramarically, the question I raised at the b-:girlmmg of th.ls chap-
ter should perhaps be rephrased: why did the attractions ot: this model
fade at all? I suggested two strong explanations for its longeviry. The first
concerns how the body was understood in relation to Eu]mre. _It was nc:
the biological bedrock upon which a host of other charactenstics Wwer
Ellppuscdl%: based. Indctdanthn: paradox of the one-sex m::)del 15 th,at pairs
of ordered contrarictics played off a single flesh in which they did not
themselves inhere. Fatherhood/motherhood, male/female, mam’m}ft_:lman,
culture/nature, masculine/feminine, honurablrfdjshonulrahlc, ]cglﬂ{.;l'{awf
illegitimate, hot/cold, righv/left, and many other such pairs were read Into
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a body that did not itself mark these distinctions clearly.'® Order and
hieranr:hj.r were imposed upon it from the outside. The one-sex body, be-
cause it was construed as itllustrative rather than determinant, could there-
fore register and absorb any number of shifts in the axes and valuations
of difference. Historically, differentiations of gender preceded differentia-
tions of sex.

The second explanation for the longevity of the one-sex model links
sex to power. In a public world that was overwhelmingly male, the one-
sex model displayed what was already massively evident in culture more
generally: man is the measure of all things, and woman does not exist as
an ontologically distinct category. Not all males are masculine. potent,
honorable, or hold power, and some women exceed some men in each of
these categories. But the standard of the human body and its representa-
tions is the male body.
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THREE

New Science, One Flesh

The books conrain picrures of all parts inserted into
the context of the narrative, so that the dissected
body is placed, so to speak, before the eyes of those
studying the works of narure.

VESALIUS, 1543

Across a millennial chasm that saw the fall of Rome and the rise of Chris-
tianity, Galen spoke easily, in various vernacular languages, to the artisans
and merchants, the midwives and barber surgeons, of Renaissance and
Reformation Europe. Various Latin translations, compendia, and Arabic
intermediaries transmitted the one-sex body of antiquity into the age of
print. “La matrice de la femme,” writes Guillaume Bouchet in one late
sixteenth-century potpourri of learning, “n’est que la bourse et verge ren-
versée de Phomme” (The matrix of the woman is nothing but the scrorum
and penis of the man inverted). A German doctor of no great fame pro-
nounced, “Wo du nun dise Murter sampt iren anhengen besichtigst, So
vergleich sie sich mit allem dem Mannlichen glied, allein das diese ausser-
halb das Weiblich aber inwendig ist” (Viewing the uterus along with its
appendages, it corresponds in every respect to the male member except
that the latter is outside and the former inside). Or “the likeness of it [the
womb)] is as it were a yarde reversed or turned inward, having testicles
likewise” as Henry VIIDs chief surgeon says in a matter-of-fact way.
There was still in the sixteenth century, as there had been in classical an-
tiquity, only one canonical body and that body was male.! :

The various vernaculars also replicated in new voices the Latin and
Grecek linguistic complex of connections between organs to which we, in
our medical texts, would give precise and
example, Bouchet’s word for scrotum, referr
but also to a place where merchants and banke

distinctive names. Bourse, for
ed not only to a purse or bag
rs assemble. As bag, purse,




or sack it bridges male and female bodies h.m.-.iil:l.:. “Purse™ could m:cm
both scrotum and uterus in Renaissance English.? An anonymous Ger-
man text declares in a commonplace simile, “the uterus is a tightly sealed
vessel, similar to a coin purse (Seckel).”* The womb “shuts like a purse
(bursa)™ after it draws up the male and female ejaculate, says the Pscudo-
Albertus Magnus in his immensely popular and much translated De secre-
tis mzelieraem.* Scroum also links up with womb through its more social,
economic meaning. Matrice, Bouchet’s term for uterus, as well as the Eng-
lish variant mazrix, had the sense of a place where something is produced
or developed, as in “mountains are the matrices of gold” There is a sug-
gestion here of the common trope of the uterus as the most remarkable.
miraculously gencrative organ of the body. The “matrice” is thus the place
where a new life is produced while “bourse” is a place where a different,
and culturally less valued, kind of productivity, an exchange, takes place.
Two different kinds of bags, two different ways of making and keeping
money, link organs that today have no common resonances.

The body’s pleasures also remained as intimately bound with genera-
tion as they had been for Hippocrates. “Much delight accompanies the
ejection of the seed, by breaking forth of the swelling spirit, and the stiff-
ness of Nerves™” says the most ubiquitous sex guide in the western tradi-
ton.® Through a physiology shared with man. woman “suffers both
wayes,” the sixteenth-century physician Lemnius points out, and feels a
ur:l?juhle pleasure: “she drawes forth the man’s seed, and casts her own with
it,” and therefore “takes more delight, and is more recreated by r
_ Bu!: amid these echoes of antiquity, a new and self-consciously revision-
ISt science was aggressively exploring the body. In 1559, for example,
Colurlnhu_s-—nut Christopher bur Renaldus—claims to have discovered
the clitoris. He tel] his “most gentle reader” thar this s “preeminently the
seat of woman’s delight” Like a penis, “if you touch it, you will find it
rendered a little harder and oblong to such 2 degree thar it shows itself as
:m:ajc:rt lt:jz ma]le m:mbcr.“ Conquistador in an unknown land, Columbus
workings, i it s penmencee e 148 discemed these projections and the

s give names to thmgs_ discovered by me, it
VE Or sweetness Icrf Venus.”7 Like Adam, he felt
In nature: a female penis.
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who either did not base their claims on dissection ar all or failed to report
accurately and courageously what they had seen. Mondino de’ Luzzi
(1275-1326), for example, the premier medieval anatomist, was made
the butt of heavy irony for his perfectly commonplace though relatively
novel claim that the uterus had seven cells; he “might as well have called
them the porches or bedrooms.”® Columbus’ colleagues, meanwhile, at-
tacked him with equal vigor. Gabriel Fallopius, his successor at Padua,
insisted that he—Fallopius—saw the clitoris first and that everyone else
was a plagiarist.” Kaspar Bartholin, the distinguished seventeenth-century
anatomist from Copenhagen, argued in rurn that both Fallopius and Co-
lumbus were being vainglorious in claiming the “invention or first Obser-
vation of this Part.” since the clitoris had been known to everyone since
the second century.'?

The somewhat silly but complicated debate around who discovered the
clitoris is much less interesting than the fact that all of the protagonists
shared the assumption that, whoever he might be, somcone could claim
to have done so on the basis of looking at and dissecting the human body.
A militant empiricism pervades the rhetoric of Renaissance anatomists.

Columbus’ discovery would also seem to be fatal, or at the very least
threatening, to the ancient representations of the one-sex body. Within
the constraints of common sense, if not logical consistency, women can-
not have a full-size penis within (the vagina) and a small homologue of
the penis without (the clitoris). But Renaissance writers drew no such
inference. Jane Sharp, a well-informed seventeenth-century English mid-
wife, asserts on one page that the vagina “which is the passage for the
yard, resembleth it turned inward” and, with no apparent embarrassment,
reports two pages later that the clitoris is the female penis: “it will stand
and fall as the vard doth and makes women lustful and take delight in
copulation.” '! Perhaps these positions can be reconciled 'm1rJ1at the va-
gina only resembles the penis whereas the clitoris actually is one; both
maintain the one-sex model’s insistence on the male as the stanfiard. But
Sharp had no interest in the question. Two scemingly contradictory ac-
counts coexisted quite neatly, and the old isomorphism dwelt In peace
with the strange new homologue from another conceptual galaxy. :

Just when Columbus threatens to offer a new understanding of sexu
difference, his text returns to the old track and the old tensions. Woman
di ars, whether the vagina or the clitoris is construed as the lfcma;
penis. Sexual delight continues to flow from the homoerotic rubbing
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like on like; pleasure is decoupled from the will so that her mind does not
matter. “If you rub it [the clitoris] vigorously with a penis, or T':mh I
even with a little finger, semen swifter than air flies this way ar hi .rl.'|.?r on
account of the pleasure, even with them [women] unwilling.” '? There
remains but one sex, or in any case only one kind of body:.

The discovery of the clitoris and its easy absorption by the one-sex
model raises the central question of this chapter. Why did competent
observers, self-consciously committed to new canons of accuracy and nat-
uralistic illustration, continue to think of reproductive anatomy and phys-
iology in a manner that is manifestly wrong and egregiously counterin-
tuitive to the modern sensibility? In the first place, much of whart is ar
stake is not empirically decidable. Whether the clitoris or the vagina is a
female penis, or whether women have a penis ar all, or whether it marters,
are not questions that further research could. in principle, answer. The
history of anatomy during the Renaissance suggests that the anatomical
representation of male and female is dependent on the cultural politics of
representation and illusion, not on evidence about organs, ducts, or
blood vessels. No image, verbal or visual. of “the facts of sexual differ-
cnce” exists independently of prior claims about the meaning of such
distinctions. 13

But there are empirically decidable contentions in Columbus’ report
and in the one-sex model generally. The clitoris (dulcedo amoris) he rightly
says is the primary locus of venereal pleasure in women. On the other
hand, he mai”mh“—wmngh' from a modern perspective—that semen.
w.hich looks very much like the male’s, flies this way and thar when it is
stimulated and, were it not to do so, women w wld ﬁm conceive. ' These
ire meant to be verifiable claims with the body as proof text:

Yqu who happen to read these Jahe riously produced anatomical studies of
mine know that, without these protuberances [the clitoris] which T hay -
!'almfully.' described to you earlier. women would neither experience deli rht
In venereal embraces nor concejye any feruses, F 5

-. - ¥ ¥ ya - 4
Ihﬂ{ 15 truly norew orthy: testes are Produced in women so th
u B > = realf o~ 1
produce semen. Indeed myself can bear wimness that, in the dissection of

temale testic e “tj .
esticles, T haye sometimes found semen that is whire and thick and

\*cll'}' well concocred, a5 4 the spectators h
voice, 15

at they may

ave ack:um[n{grd with one

The specific claim that female Orgasm was ne

cessary for conce ;
moreover, known to be vulne R

rable since antiquiry,
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Anstotle had pointed out that women in some circumstances could
conceive “without experiencing the pleasure usual in such intercourse”
and that conversely “the two sexes could reach their goal together” and
the woman stll not conceive.'® Giles of Rome, a thirteenth-century
scholar who was known even in that age of prolixity as “the verbose doc-
tor,” had argued ar grear length, on theoretical grounds, that the so-called
female seed was essentially irrelevant to conception and that female or-
gasm was still more irrelevant. But he also offered empirical evidence of
various sorts. Women purportedly told him that they had conceived with-
out emission and presumably orgasm. Morcover, a clinical report by no
less an authority than Averroés (ibn-Rushd, 1126-1198), the Arabic phi-
losopher and author of a major medical encyclopedia, tells of a woman
who became pregnant from semen floating in a warm bath. If, as this case
is meant to show, penetration itself is only incidental to fertilization, how
much more irrelevant still is female sexual pleasure?!” And two thousand
vears after Aristotle, William Harvey repeated the old argument (though
i:ascd, he says, on the evidence of “an infinite number™ or at least “not a
few” cases): the “violent shaking and dissolution and spilling of h‘?'
mours” which frequently occurs “in women in the ecstasy of coitus” is
not required for the real work of making h-.lhi::s.”‘_ g il

It is also hard to believe that the consumers of vernacular m::d1ca..1 lit-
erature—a wide swath of the literate public and those who might listen
to them—needed the weight of tradition and learning to tell them that
female orgasm did not always accompany conception. 19 Modern Sl.'Ll-’.?IES
are quite consistent in showing that one third and perhaps as many as
one half of women never have orgasm from intercourse alone, :;_nn‘% cer-
tainly nowhere near such a proportion were irlﬁ:rtlltl."*“ Maybe a b::fglmr
percentage were Orgasmic in an age in which whn_t is NOwW called bure;
play” was taken as a requisite prelude to procreative INErCOUISE, ut
grc'ar deal of everyday experience must nevertheless h"f"'“ b-':_htd ﬂﬂ'l_:‘-‘ Pllf:
ported link between female orgasm and conception. Yet _neld"u:f e m::l
dence of the learned nor the actual experiences of marriage OVCralEne
the ¢ el of bodies and pleasures. . {

L}:"I':l-;g some might sn}f those who knew— vc:rngn——dlc.i rlﬂ%‘:;l"tz
and those who wrote—men—did not know. But this 1s F{?t Fﬂﬁ;;m ri g
point. In the first place, the Hippocratic corpus and book /% 5100
History of Animals, for example, may “.'clJ. represent the : % i

' : _ Moreover, when wome
and other works give accounts much ke s idwifery and reproduc-
beginning in the Renaissance did publish on mt )
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tion, their views regarding the physiology of generation were entirely
mainstream: Louise Bourgeois, Jane Sharp, and Madame de la Marche all
propounded the common wisdom linking pleasure, nrg;mn..and gencra-
tion. The occasional first-person account by women addressing these in-
timate matters, such as the remarkable autobiography of a seventeenth-
century Dutch clergyman’s wife, [sabella De Moerloose, further suggests
that the literature I am citing reports commonly held beliefs.?! Despite
the growing tendency of the learned tradition ro distance itself from
“popular errors,” my sense is that doctors, lay writers, and men and
women in their beds shared a broad view on how the body worked in
matters of reproduction.?? The sort of highly politicized split berween
women’s views of their bodies and that of a medical establishment would
have to await the consolidation of a science-based profession beginning
in the cighteenth, but not fully in place until the late nineteenth, cen-
tury. 28
Finally, there is modern evidence to suggest that women in the past
might well have had no more or no less understanding of the timing and
physiology of conception than did their doctors. Certainly, if advice col-
umns are any indication, the view that Orgasm is necessary for conception
lfwa:s on today; physicians, both male and female, who in the early twen-
tieth century attempted through interviews to determine the rirﬁing of
ovulation during the menstrual cycle, failed to come up with consistent
answers. And anthropological evidence suggests that living women
whom one can in_tcrmgal:c actually hold views similar to those pro-
pnunl:_led by Renaissance midwifery and health guides. Thus an infor-
ceive because her womb rcm?i:-: sI?Ls"rzlf b dlma:“ Shc- e
an account of semen e ~war::-“ d’II'I"!:‘: Samo of Burkino Faso give
A ischarged by both men and
women—blood, milk, and menstruation that is eerily like th h
dominated the western b : y like the one that
None of this argues against the

; fact that there A
local wisdom and a florid oral o e e e B

tradition among women in carly modemn
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on which I base these chapters—the only sort we are ever likely to have—
shares the same conceprual universe of Renaissance people a{nd even of
“those who knew (women),” even if it does not speak in their voices.

Evidence bearing on the empirically testable claims of the one-sex
model failed to dislodge them not because such data were silenced but
because these claims were part of a far more general, intricate, and many-
stranded conception of the body which no observations, singly or in com-
bination, could directly falsify. Willard Quine suggests why this should
be the case on philosophical grounds. The totality of our beliefs “is a
man-made fabric which impinges on experience only along the edges.”
So-called knowledge, switching metaphors,

is like a field [which] is so underdetermined by its boundary conditions,
cxperience, that there is much latitude as to whar statements to reevaluate
in the light of any contrary experience. No particular experiences are linked
with any particular statements in the interior of the field.*

The ancient account of bodies and pleasure was so deeply enmeshed in
the skeins of Renaissance medical and physiological theory, in both its
high and its more popular incarnations, and so bound up with a political
and cultural order, that it escaped entirely any logically determining con-
tact with the boundaries of experience or, indeed, any explicit testing
at all.?”

This is by now so standard an argument in the history and philc-so.ph_}r
of science that it even has a name: the Quine-Duhem thesis. Bgt It 1s
worth making again for two reasons. The empirically testable claims of
the old model, which represent and are represented by the t_ranscendeptal
claim that there exists but one sex, are so farfetched to the modern scien-
tific imagination that it takes a strenuous cffurt to understand how rea-
sonable people could ever have held them. It 1s an clﬂw'nrt worth mal;:ng.,
if only to unsettle the stability of our own constructions of s_exual differ-
ence by exposing the props of another view and by sjncuwmg that the
differences that make a difference are historically determined. :

Second, by making manifest the web of knowledge @d rhetoric ﬂ'llat
supported the one-sex model, I am setting the stage fbr its challcng;rs u:l
the cighteenth and nineteenth centuries. If its stability can be attri lill:i
to its imbrication in other discursive modes, its collapse will not “.Z"I: c-'
be explained by a single dramatic discovery or even by mda:ﬂr b:s?c:m:lgd
heavals. Instead. the construction of the two-sex body can then
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in the mvriad new, and new kinds of, connections between, and within,
E
sexual and other discourses.

The practices of anatomy

“When you meet a human being,” said Freud in his comments on “l-'cm-
ininity” in New Introductory Lectures, “the first distinction you mah:. 15
‘male or female?” and you are accustomed to making the distinction “’It.'.l"i
unhesitating certainty”™ Anatomical science at first seems Lo support d'us
certainty but upon further reflections turns out to be far less authorita-
tive: “what constitutes masculinity or femininity is an unknown charac-
teristic anatomy cannot lay hold of” The more Renaissance anatomists
dissected, looked into, and visually represented the female body, the more
powerfully and convincingly they saw it to be a version of the male’s.

The body speaks itself. In large measure the new science greatly strength-
ened the old model simply because it proclaimed so vigorously that Truth
and progress lay not in texts, but in the opened and properly displayed
body.?* A rhetoric of bad-mouthing reinforced the idea that only error
and misguided adherence to authority stood in the way and that with
care one could see, among many other things, that women were inverted
men. Vesalius publicly denounced the whole lot of his predecessors, in-
cluding his teacher Jacobus Sylvius, for considering Galen infallible, and
Columbus could write of the “by no means negligible corrections™ he had
to make in Vesalius to produce a dissecting guide that “will tell the truth
about the human body.” 29 Fallopius announced that he would refute the
accounts of ancient and more modern writers and cc
some of _rheir doctrines, “or ar least make them totrer” 30
im!::li:::] |2§?§:2:;$‘:122‘;§$gdmﬂ? puh_li_c theatrical dissection and
O s e e ‘conviction that the opened body
hidden before—there was : . l?:t?“']:"] e kﬂ”“""-'dﬁ‘-‘-“ _“']"If“ th‘ bﬂ'ﬂ
#0d 50 anatommical e ;1’}’ € 1if any human dlSSl:l:‘tlF)n In antiquity
i _ N—and what had been practiced only occa-

Y in medieval universities—was now made
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Fig. 3. Sixteenth-century dissection scene from the frontispicce to Vesalius' epochal D bumani

corports fabrica (1543)

ancient texts while barber surgeons did
the dissection. Compare it, for example, to the frontispiece to Mondino’s
Anathomia (figs. 4 and 5), the medical-school standard before Ve-
salius. Text. in the form of the name of the book, or a reader expounding
ex cathedra dominate the earlier pictures. The body scems almost an after-
thought, lving passively within the picture’s plane. The an_atumist’s gaze
in fig. 5 lights on the cadaver’s face, not on its exposcd viscera, as IF its
humanity, not its value as dead material to be studied, demands attention.
Vesalius must have imagined scenes like these when he condemned ana-

a rebuke to those who only read
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DotcozC melczlar
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Fig. 4. Frontispiece to Johan Ketham, Fascicy-

i T Fig. 5. Frontispicce to Mondino [Mun-
S Mot (Venice, 1550), 2 EwEEkng of dinus], Amarhomdia (1493)
Mondino's Anathomia,

tomists who “from a lofry chair arrogantly cackle like jackdaws about

things they have never tried” A butcher in his mear market could teach a
doctor more, 32
By contrast, in fig. 3 the

opened body is the unquestioned font of
authority, enforced by the

lordly skeleton thar presides over the scene.
Unlike the bodies in carlier FEpresentations, it comes out at us from the
plane of the picture: s exposed entrails occupy dead center between
the title and the bottom of the picture. An imaginary line passes down
the spine of the skeleton, between its breasts and through the viscera,
bisecting the image and dividing the magnificent rotunda in which the

cadaver lies. Classical statues lend dignity, as they will later in the book,
when the viscera are displayed in them, mediate the violence of dissec-
tion, and define the features displ z i |

body. And, as in the
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Fig. 6. Frontispiece to a 1642 Dutch

edition of Vesalius’ Epitome (1543). Fig. 7. Frontispiece to G. Cassario, Anatomische

Tafeln (1656), which is a reworking of the scene
in fig. 6.

The picture may seem to be, more narrowly, an assertion of male
power to know the female body and hence to know and control a femi-
nine Nature.** Vesalius presides here over an assemblage of men who
peer into a woman’s helpless, naked, and revealed body before them. The
cadaver in the frontispiece (fig. 6) to a later Dutch edition of Vesalius’
Epitome, a sort of student guide to the larger Fabrica, is still more shapely,
her generative organs more clearly shown, her face mysteriously veiled so
as to emphasize the accessibility to her body to the male gaze. Even the
banner bearers are men, the sex of the skeleton evident from his cape and
gravedigger’s shovel. .

But the politics of gender in anatomical illustration is not so simple.
The frontispiece to Cassario’s Anatomische Tafeln (fig. 7) takes the engrav-
ing used in fig. 6 and substitutes a man’s body for the wor:fan’f.. His face
is also draped, his body is if anything more subject to domination by the
instruments behind him and by the knife resting on his thigh. The young
and extraordinarily croticized cadaver being dissected in fig. 8, the fron-
tispiece to John Riolan’s text, is clearly a man though androgynously del-
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Fig. 8 Frontispiece 1o Jean Riolan, Le {Jr.nn-r;
anatomugues (1629). The male cadaver is if any-
thing more erotically portrayed than either the
male or female in figs. 6 and 7

icate in his features. More generally, it simply is not true that women,
sensual or not, were particularly identified with the object of anatomical
study. In the frontispieces of fourteen anatomy books published between
1493 and 1658, the body being dissected is male in nine cases, female in
four, and indeterminate in one. Perhaps the availability of material rather
than sexual politics determined the sex of the generic cadaver. In any
case, the body qua body is what matters, and the programmatic point of
the Renaissance anatomical frontispiece is clear: anatomists have the
POWEer to open the temple of the soul and reveal its inner mysteries (fig.
9 is paradigmatic on this poinr) 3

The bodies of women must be seen in the context of two further rep-
rcscptaﬁcma] strategies, both of which emphasize the theatrical display of
bodies as testimony for the anatomist’s claims. In the first place, even
when medieval Anatomies—and indeed even Renaissance books before
}acu[:!u:} Berengario da Carpi’s Isagoge brevis in 1522 —were illustrared,
that is, rarely, whar pictures they did contain were ar best superficially

the words and repu-
ario, however, something novel was hap-
an anatomia sensibilis, an anatomy of what
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could be seen, and illustrations were to be its printed aspect, the graphic
substitute for actually seeing the structures in question and thereby
vouchsafing the anatomist’s words.*” The frontispieces and the many
spectacular engravings in Vesalius and subsequent works continued to
invoke the authority, first, of a dramatically opened, exposed body and
then, derivatively, of naruralistic representation itself.3®

Even without words, these new illustrations were advertisements for
their own truth. In them the dead act as if they were sull somchow
alive—not cadavers at all—and thus able to certify personally the facts
that the anatomist presents and the epistemological soundness of anat-
omy generally. The thoroughly classical muscle man in Juan de Valverde’s
Anatomia (fig. 10) flays himself to reveal his surface structures, holding

=

N
ill

Fig. 9. Frontispicce, after a drawing by Paolo Veronese, to Columbus, De re anatomsica (1559).
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Fig. 10 Classical figure, having flayed himself displays both his skin and his surface muscula-
ture, From Juan de Valverde, Anatomia del corpo wmiane | 15640

Fig. 11. Three figures in var E
10us tortured poses of revealing themsely i
anaomy text, From Valverde, Anaromia - TR,
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up his skin—an ailpxjrun to Michelangelo’s self-portrait, part Marsias, part
St. Bartholomew, from the Last Judgment—for extra emotional appeal.®
Later in Valverde’s book a rather self-absorbed crearure calmly lifts up his
bellv’s fat and skin to show off hus abdominal fascia: for our viewing
convenience, the next figure holds up still more of his fleshly clothes to
reveal the omentum beneath. He gestures with his left hand and turns, as
if modeling or rehearsing on stage, to ask the artist or director who hired
him whether this pose or gesture will do. A third fellow needs both his
hands and his reeth—they hold up the omentum—to assure us an unob-
structed vista of his viscera (fig. 11). In a Belgian edition of the Epitome
(fig. 12) an opened anatomist—no greater sacrifice in the interests of
science is possible—looks heavenward as his fingers resect the ribs of a
Vesalian Apollo Belvedere or perhaps himself. Various well-proportioned
men in Estienne’s La Dissection des parties du corps hwmain, the most lav-
ishly produced of the pre-Vesalian anatomies, look more or less pleased,
pained or pathetic, as they tear themselves apart for their viewer’s some-
what minimal anatomical edification (figs. 13-14).

The art and rhetoric of Renaissance anatomies thus proclaim the au-
thority of secing and the power of dissection. Various stratagems for cre-

fleshly version of a

er who 15 r:pm&:ntcd asa
3 : wed 1559 Bruy
broken classical starue. Original also from Valverde’s Anazomia but borro by a ges

edmion of Vesalius® Epsrome.

Fig. 12. One anatomized cadaver dissecting anoth
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Figs. 13-14. Two male figu

men and genitals. From Charles Estienne,

res ripping themselves open for the edification of viewers. The
“martyrdom™ on the right reveals the tongue and tonsils, the one on

the left the lower abdo-

La Dissecrion des parties du corps bumamn | 1546),

e
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Fig. 15. A female sculpture has suddenly
come alive and s leaving her pedestal 1o
demonstrate the text’s claim char the
uterus is like the penis and thar testicles
and various vessels alsg correspond. From
Jacopo Berengario, Liagage brevis (1522).
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Fig. 16. The mode] has left her

pedestal and gestures fambaoy-
= antly to her uterus. “You see,” she
&,"/ : [N TR savs, “how the neck of the womb
T L e resembles a penis.” From Beren-
gario,

ating the “reality effect™ make pictures stand in for bodies themselves and
witness the truths of texts that viewers are invited to construe as only one
remove from the cadaver itself. Seeing is believing the one-sex body. Or

conversely.

Believing is seeing. The new anatomy displayed, at many levels and with
unprecedented vigor, the “fact” that the vagina really is a penis, and the
uterus a scrotum.* Berengario makes absolutely sure that his readers do
not miss or doubt the point: “the neck of the uterus is like the penis, and
its receptacle with testicles and vessels is like the scrotum.”*! In the first
of the pictures accompanying this by now familiar assertion, a classical
starue of a decidedly feminine woman seems miraculously to have come
alive; she is in the process of throwing off her wrap and stepping carefully
down to confront the reader with proof (fig. 15). In the next one (fig.
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16) she flamboyantly tosses her cloak over her head with one hand, while
with the other she directs her audience’s gaze to what has been removed
from her open belly and pl.u'ni on the F'l-r.'dmr.tl from which she de-
scended: her urcrus. She—the now animared cadaver whose voice has
become indistinguishable from the anatomist’s—gestures epideictically
and announces with obvious authority: “you see how the neck [of the
uterus] . . . rescmbles a penis” (p- 78). Finally, a third close-up illustration

o H 7 - -

I'Ijg. L7. The uterus and arrached vessels labeled s0 as to make
C ;:ar once again—"because a tenfold FEPETINON is wont to
please —the correspondences between male and female organs
From Berengario,

Fig. 18. Male ang femal
; € organs displ
correspondences, From "n'v:sleu:. ‘?I-':ir:s.:.::iz:ﬂ l[ti?f-‘t“mmc -
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Fig. 19a-d. Top row (19a): the shorter penislike strucrure s the “uterus with the testes and
seminal vessels™: the longer one is the male genitalia 1o which the student is then asked to
artach '.I'!.v: male testes. Both male and female organs werc then to be glued onto fig. 19b, which
in tumn fit under 19¢ and then under 19d, a classical female nude. From Vesalius, Epitome.

labels that identify the
matic ducts (fig. 17).

f man’s in all three of
the

hammers home the point visually and through
Fallopian tubes as sper
as versions o
dely plagiarized works. Among

ovaries as testicles and the
Women’s organs are rcpr::_wnn:d
Vesalius® immensely influential and wi
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Fig. 20. (left) Vagina as penis
from Vesalius, Fabrica

Fig. 21. (right) The vagina and
uterus from Vidus Vidius, De

anatome corporis bumani (1611)

founding images of modern anatomy is a powerful new n:g.istcr for t|_1c
old ordering of bodies. His most reprinted image of the vagina as penis,
and also the most explicit, is one of the illustrations (fig. 18) from the
Tabulae sex, a set of cheaply printed pictures, so-called fugirive plates pre-
pared for medical students or for lay consumption. In the Epitome, en-
gravings of almost indistinguishable male and female r‘:pru:iunn'n_: organs
are included for students to cut out and glue onto figures provided for
that purpose (fig. 19).42 Byt the most visually striking of Vesalius’ pic-
tures on this theme is in the Fabrica itself. Here (fig. 20) the uterus,
vagina, and external pudenda of a young woman are not specifically ar-
rayed, as in the Tabulae or the Epitome, ro demonstrate that these struc-
fures are isomorphic with those of the male; they are Just seen as such.

I emphasize “seeing as” because these images, and many more like
them, are neither the resyly simply of representational conventions nor
the result of error. A whole world view makes the vagina look like a penis
to Renaissance observers. 3 representational convention, a
schema, is ar work: Renaissance anatomical illustrators learned to depict
the female genitalia from other Pictures and nor from nature alone (see
figs. 21-24). But this does not mean that stylistic concerns kept them

seeing penira] anatomy “as jr really is” or a5 moderns see jt 43

Of course
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Nor is the strange quality of images in figs. 15-24 the result of some-
one’s efforts to make the female body conform to some erroneous text or
to distort women’s genitalia so that they become a caricature of men’s.
The draftsman who produced fig. 21, for example, is not guilty of clan-
destinely substituting animal for human anatomy, as Vesalius coyly ac-
cuses Galen of doing in the Fabrica’s famous juxtaposition of a woodcut
of a canine premaxillary bone and suture with those of a man (fig. 25).
He is, moreover, innocent of what Vesalius himself did on occasion:
“seeing” something that does not exist because an authority declares it to
be present.** There are gross errors of this sort in Renaissance illustra-
tions of the female genitalia, but they are irrelevant to the rhetorical pur-
poses of the illustrations. In fact, if they were more accurate, they would
make their point even more powerfully. If, for example, in figs. 16-17
the nonexistent “cotyledons”—the dots representing the anastomosis of
veins in the uterus—were rubbed out, the suggestion of two chambers
eliminated, and the vagina drawn in correct proportion to the uterus, the
organs would resemble a female scrorum and penis more closely. Expung-

Fig. 22. The female torso, in the form of a piece of broken ':_J:s.s_ical arr,lﬁo?u Wh;fd:j:i:-.::w
like vagina in fig. 21 was taken, following the artistic and scientific conventons
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Fig. 23. This reworking of Vesalius in 2 1586 edition

illustrared in figs. 21-22. On the left is a structure thar looks like 3 pemus; on the right are the
classical female forms from which it was raken,

of Valverde follows the same convention

ing the “horns of the uterus® (GG) from John Dryvande
of the female reproductive organs (fig. 26) or from other Renaissance
Ulustrations (figs. 32-33 for example) would m

ake the urerus and vagina
look more, not less, like a bladder and penis; and redrawing, in the inter-

ests of accuracy, the ovarian artery and vein EE jn fig. 26 so thar they
appear less like the epididymis, 1T in fig.
overall effect the same 45

However grotesque or monstrous the woodcut of the female

r's re presentation

27, would, at worst, leave the

genitalia
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Fig. 24. Leonardo’s version of the isomorphism between the womb and scrotum—upper right
and lower lefi—is peculiar in that he renders it by making the vas deferens of the male curve
around 1o resemble the shape of the uterus. The penisivagina imagery is more conventional.

depicted in the Fabrica has appeared to some modern commentators, it is
not incredible or “wrong.” Its proportions arc roughly those of “accu-
rate” nineteenth-century engravings (fig. 28) and illustrations from a
modern text (fig. 29), though these of course were not drawn to illustrate
the isomorphism between male and female organs.*®

Subsequent discoveries that would force changes in the labels of illus-
trations are of equally minor importance :n the history of “sceing as.” The
Zeuglin, or testes, and the Samadern, seminal vesicles, did not exist, as
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Fig. 25. “We have placed,” Vesalins says in this
polemical illustration from the Fabrica, “the skull
of a dog beneath thar of a man so that anyone

may understand Galen's description of the bones
of the upper jaw without the sligheest difficulry.™

bes Trmenel Spiegels. 19

PR o s ot

g fammpt S gebarn glibe.
rom e fhf Beg [dmess pank
dmbern berol. A, Bubeon
bae grofbibraber : babor alla
anbere gliber marang babam,
2. o1t renrl[s famabern.
L €. Ader (o Bis barmbicer
#iffen ¢ babar b frudhe
::gﬂ-run] e Fimpe .10,
Banbt mworbs jamglin 8 Da,
Bt merrben bis weih s paglos
wmbgaben. fminbe aim iy (@
e vasd dim byl ber b
:::- 5D I.;Tmlmr ﬂT;
blafitn gejfale. ¥ By
H:Il Bar rmb:ur.hq-'-‘:
Drmrudtin vonb ke sl
angebeflfi. . Das imsarlich
Thunbrlidy $ar  Precombrrer,
D Traweufferfl der Fermle-
oer Bt fibam A 0, Sydnem
;ﬂil At ber bllvadarn ber
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Flisren,
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Figs. 26-27. The male and female reproductive systems 7 | ' B

_ _ adapted from Vesalius' Epitome in Jo-
han Dryander, Der Gantzen Artzene (1542). In fig. 26 I have blocked our the nonexistent
homs of the un:n.u to show that making a drawing like this mare accurate would also make
them maore convincing as illustrations of the penisvagina isomorphism Elongating the vagina
5o that it is in proper Proportion to the uterus would hayve the same effect.

Il‘fr}randcr’s. labcling claims, in both men and women: nineteenth-century
lysmlng}r would teach that nothing of interest follows from the observa-
tion rhat the uterus, labeled F jn fig. 26, has the same shape as the male
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Figs. 28-29. On the left is a frontal secrion of the uterus, vagina,
and external genitalia from Jakob Henle, Handluch der systena-
tischen Anaromie des Menschen, val. 2 (1866). Below is a drawing of
the penis and cross section of the female genirals by Frank Netter,
CIBA Collection of Medical Ilnstvations, vol. 2 (1954), made 1o
show how undifferentiated embryological strucrures end up as
male or female. Both show that the geometrical relations berween
penis and vagina in Renaissance engravings are not intrinsically
implausible.

‘.’-”_,.- UNDIFFEI!NTIA"!D,‘_‘*\\“‘

iy FEMALE
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Figs. 30-31. On the left are the penislike female organs of generation from Georg Bartisch,
Kunstbuche (1575). On the right the front of the uterus is cut away to reveal its contents

does not; babies are delivered through the vagina and nor through the
penis. So what? The organ in fig. 30, for example, might be a vagina from
4 wWoman or a penis from a man. F ig. 31 relieves the suspense. It is a
vagina, we now know, because what might have been either a scrotum or
A WEEIUS turns out to contain a child! The womb with its penislike exten-
sion in Walther Ryff’s Popular and widely translated book plays the same
trick, as it becomes strangely transpare
fully formed baby within ( fig. 32). A li
female scrotum, the uterus, in fi
well-known midwifery book,
turned to intruders and to the

nt to allow readers a view of the
ttle window has been cut into the
gs. 33-34, an illustration from another
to show a fully formed child, its back
penile vagina through which it will pass.

The history of the representation of the anatomical differences between
man and woman is thus extraordinarily independent of the actual struc-
tures of these Organs or of what was known about them. Ideology, not

accuracy of observation, determined how they were seen and which dif-
ferences would matter, '
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Fig. 32. The female organs of generation from
Walther Ryvff, Amsbomsa (1541). In this and the
next illustration note thar the vagina and uterus
would look more like a penis and scrotum if
the horns were expunged and the vagina drawn
in correct proportion, that is, if they were more
acarate,

Fig. 33. The female organs of genera-
tion from Jacob Rucff, Habammenluch
{1583), which appeared in English as
the widely plagiarized and popular The
Expert Midwife (1637). Note that the
left ureter has been cur and the bladder
pushed to the right from its narural po-
sition so that we might look into the
window of the womb and see the child.

Fig. 34. The gravid urerus with its penile
of fig. 33 i sirw. The bladder has

vagina :
d left, and the child shows its

been pushe
profile.
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failed to make a dent in the one sex-model. Arguments against the vagina
as penis, for example, are to the modern imaginatic N stranger cven f_h-"'l
the claim itself. At the simplest level, an apparent failure ro find equiva-
lences between men and women could be saved by the sort of wishful
thinking that daily saves phenomena in normal science. Except in mo-
ments of revolutionary crisis, there is always a way out. Women may not
seem to have a scrotum, and indeed other parts of man might be difficult
to find in woman or vice versa. But these difficulties, argues Charles Es-
tienne, can be resolved by reference to position: “You would agree this is
true: if you turn a womb removed from the body inside out (quoth Ga-
len) you will find testicles bulging out from its outer surface, by which
the womb itself, by outer appearances is as a scrotum.”*” We might or
might not be able to find what this anatomist claimed if we followed his
instructions, but the exercise would be entirely irrelevant to a world that
believes in two sexes. No pushing or pulling of surfaces would convince
us to see the womb as a scrotum, any more than a topologist could make
us regard a tea cup as a doughnur even if her procedures were sound,
which Estienne’s were not.

Conversely, perfectly sound anatomical observations adduced against
tl:m old homologies seem, from a modern perspective, so curiously pe-
ripheral—even perverse—rthar they serve only to cast further doubt on
tII1e whole enterprise of searching in bodies for any transcultural signs of
difference. The distinguished English anatomist Helkiah Crooke argued,
for example, against “any similitude betweene the bottome of the womb
inverted [tht cervix], and the scrorum or cod of a man.” on the grounds
that the skin of the “bottom of the wombe is a very thicke and tight
membrane, all fleshy within” while “the cod is a rugf.;m and thin skin.”
gx'ﬂ:"}::“‘_“d}' C“{“PC”{"EI. and not among the more telling differ-

: Pring to mind between the cervix and the sack that holds the
testicles.) Crooke’s rejoinder to the claim that the vagina v i :
is still more amazing. “Howsoever e aia g : really 1s a penis

e necke of the wombe shall be in-
verted, yet it will never make the virile member® he rocla: :
: ' proclaims. Why?

» however strange his Argument seems to
fmore: “neither is the cavity of a man’s
yard so large and ample as that of the necke of the wombe.” In short. the
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Fig. 35. Table 24 from Kaspar Bar-
tholin, Amatemy (1668), showing
“the parts of the yard.” The drawing
on the lower left shows the corpus
spongiosum penis through which
the urcthra passes. In the drawing
upper left, this passage is left intact
and one of the two corpora caver-
nosa penis, the “nervous bodies™
that were thought to produce erec-
tion, is excised: three hollows in all.

ama dmrnalin g
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Fig. 36. Cross section of the penis
from a modern atlas showing that
indeed the penis does have three hol-
Jows, as Crooke said.

penis is not a vagina either because it is thrice ho

hollow enough.

llow or because it is not

But for others the hollowness test figured on thc_nppcrsit: side—in
support of the Galenic isomorphisms—or at worst as irrelevant:

Whatever you see as a kind of opening in the ent
in women, such indeed is found in the foreskin of

NEW SCIENCE,

rance to the valva [\1glina]
the male pudenda, like a
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kind of outgrowth hollow inside. The only difference berween them is that
this hollowness in much greater in woman than in the man.*

At work here is a sensibility radically different from that of doctors in
the world of two sexes.

Even when the broader cultural context of the one-sex model was clear
to a critic of the Galenic isomorphisms, a web of significance kept the
artack narrowly focused and harmless to overarching strucrures. Bar-
tholin, for cx;li'nplc, understood Galenic sexual politics perfectly. “We
must not,” he argued, “think with Galen . . . and others, that these female
genital parts differ from those of Men only in Situation.” because to do
so would be to fall prey to an ideological plot “hatched by those who
accounted a Woman to be only an imperfect Man.” Its perpetrators, in
talking about how the woman’s “coldness of temper™ kept female organs
inside, were simply articulating their prejudices in the language of sci-
ence. (One would like to know how and why Bartholin developed so
political and so asture a critique.) But, quite apart from politics, Bartholin
criticized Galen and his followers for not gerting their story straight. Was
the “neck of the womb” or the clitoris the female penis; was the womb
the female scrotum, or was at least part of it her version of the “nut of the
yard™? And the spermatic preparatory vessels, he pointed out, differed in
number, origin, and function in men and women. and the male has a
prostate, which the female does not have 50 Finally, illustrations ham-
mered home the point. The clitoris is clearly rendered as the female penis
whi_h: the womb and the vagina are portrayed in an unambiguously un-
penile fashion (fig. 37). )

But despite these well-developed and thoroughly articulated criticisms,
Barl:tmhn scemed im‘:apnhle of transcending the ancient images he explic-
ltI:.rln_:]ecmd. Thc mf'ft‘ or inner nlquth of the womb (the cervix), he
hl:xup r;nuci,i rf‘imctmns llkcl' t]:c Hole of thc'Nut of the Yard.” so that “no

& may enter in” The “neck of the womb"—note the use of
the conventional term for the vagina—*
broader ”c-; tr;mab:wcr, ms. swells sundry ways according to the lust of the
woman. . substance “is of a hard and nervous flesh, and somewhat
spongy, like the Yard.” The vagina, in other words, became once again in
i 'magination a penis. But the clitoris 100, like the vagina, was also like
ﬂmm,It:s“ﬂltfcnlaIcvardnr ick” bec P .
yard in situation, subst : i ok T

. ance, composition, repletion with spirits, and erec-
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Fig. 37. Table 28 from Bartholin's Amatowsy in which the vagina (I) is shown with its wall open
and folded back 5o as to emphasize its hollowness. The external pudenda are no longer repre-
sented 10 ook like the foreskin of the penis, and the clitoris (VI and VII) i cl:arl}'qr:r_ldrmd as
the female penis. These images were stolen by Venerre and reprinted in his Art of Conyigal Love
and its many translations

tion” and because it “hath somewhar like the nut and foreskin of a Man’s
Yard”5! Clearly Bartholin was caught up in a way of looking that kept
him tied to the images of one sex. Indeed, the more he I_mkrc:l, the more
he saw and the more muddled the picture became for him, with not one

but two female penises to accommodate. el L -
It did not, morcover, escape Renaissance observers l‘lhat (Jalcnls to.[;z

ogical inversions led to ludicrous results. Again, .rmfhmg followed. : e

one-sex model absorbed yet another category of simile. Jacques Duval, 2

s ied Galen's
prominent seventeenth-century physician, for example, tried

thought experiment and concluded quite rightly that “If you imagine the
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a (rulve) completely turned inside out . . . you will have to envisage a
::g‘rc-r{:lnudfcd brftdc hanging from a woman, a bottle whose mouth
rather than base would be attached to the body.”%?

This bottle then “would bear no resemblance to what you had set out
to imagine.” To some, however, a bottle shaped like the vagina and womb
hanging by its mouth #éd resemble a penis or scrotum enough to serve as
the basis for a descriptive metaphor. William Harvey, discoverer of the
blood’s circulation, described a prolapsed uterus as “so rough and
wrinkled as to take on the appearance of scrotum™: it hangs down, he
said a few paragraphs later, “like the scrotum of a bull”5*

Rabelais, in describing how Gargantua was dressed, also elided the
distinction between the womb or, as in George Gascoigne’s verse quoted
below; a childbearing cradle, on the one hand, and the codpiece contain-
ing the penis and scrotum on the other. 5 True, the orange-sized emeralds
on Gargantua’s codpiece are said to be appropriate because “this fruit has
an erective virtue.” But then the pouch begins to appear as a fincly em-
broidered and bejeweled horn of plenty, like thar given by Rhea to the
nymphs who nursed Jupiter. It is, the narrator says, while promising
more in his forthcoming Omn tie Dignity of Codpieces, “always brave, sappy,
and moist, always green, always flourishing, always fructifying, full of
humours, full of flowers, full of fruir. full of every delight."**¥ The cod-
piece seems, in short, to have been transformed into the womb, which is
not so odd given the ancient notion of the uterus as a belly and the late
medieval sense of cod as a belly or bag. (Chaucer’s Pardoner in The Can-
terbury Tales proclaims: “O wombe! O bely! O stynkyng cod.™)

Morcover, the womb that to Duval seemed like a botsle hanging by its
neck, and thus not a good candidate for the penis inverted, is the precise
form of l:ha_: codpiece, an obvious phallic sign in clnth'tng whose visual
Lopresentations are at the same time often decidedly unphallic (figs. 38—
39). The codpiece tended to be, like Duyal’s bortle, broader at the end

than at the base, blunt not sharp, decorated with ribbonlike braids. In the
portrait of an unknown young aristocrat (fig i '
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Figs. 38-39. Jacobo Pontormo, Albadiers (1529-30). The codpicce in these pictures (close up
on nghr) very much resembles Jacques Duval’s bortle

Fig. 40. Detail of Porrrae of i Yowryy
Man Before a Broad Landicape, anony-
mous German painting of the 1530s,
in which the codpicce 15 a sort of
bundle for the penis. The boy holds
the Bower in his right hand; the
bloom is to the right of his penis in
the picture

unborn penis, and to the Renaissance trope to the male organ as infant.
Here is Gascoigne’s “The Lullaby of a Lover™

Eke Lullaby my loving boye,

My little Robyn take thy rest. . .
With lullaby now take vour leave,
With Lullaby your dreams deceive,
And when vou rise with waking eye,

Remember then this Lullaby. 5
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Duval’s argument thus turns in on itself and in a curious way makes the
case against which it was directed. Seeing opposition in organs before .thc
cighteenth century was far more problematic than would seem possible
later.

The language of difference and sameness. | want to shift now from images
to words. The absence of a precise anatomical nomenclature for the fe-
male genirals, and for the reproductive system generally, is the linguistic
equivalent of the propensity to see the female body as a version of the
male. Both testify not to the blindness, inattention, or muddlcheadedness
of Renaissance anatomists, but to the absence of an imperative to create
incommensurable categories of biological male and female through im-
ages or words. Language constrained the seeing of opposites and sus-
tained the male body as the canonical human form. And, conversely, the
fact that onc saw only one sex made even words for female parts ulti-
mately refer to male organs. There was in an important sense no female
reproductive anatomy, and hence modern terms that refer to it—vagina,
uterus, vulva, labia, Fallopian tubes, clitoris—cannot quite find their
Renaissance equivalents. (I think anatomy, more than physics, provides
the paradigmatic case of Thomas Kuhn's argument that one cannot trans-
late between theories across the chasm of revolution.)

There has, of course, always been in most languages a vast metaphoric
claboration of terms for organs and functions that are risqué or shameful.
(When adolescent boys talk today abour “getting a piece of ass.” they are
not referring to the anus.) Until the Jate seventeenth century, ht&“‘c\"CT.. it
is often impossible to determine, in medical texts, to which part of the
fcrl'nalc reproductive anatomy a particular term applies.5#

It does not nulfmr,“ says Columbus with more insight that he was
ﬁ::ggga::;gog ‘whether you call it [the womb] matrix, uterus, or
the womb (or matrics)” which frors the wrer o~ the “mouth of
the image of a tenchﬁsl:l or a“:l 2 1% e Gﬂcrs o TS
course is “dilated with cxtrc:m: ganI}’ t:ml.Jght t.ﬂ hght." which in inter-
time in which the woman emjp casuri, Mfd which is “open during that

L _ ts sced”—from what we would call the
Vagina, “that part into which the penis (mentula) is ins -

Into a sheath na) 60 . serted, as i were,
cath (vaging).®0 (Note the metaphoric use of “vagina™ th :

dard Latin word for scabbard, which was otherws gina,” the stan
» 15¢ never used for the
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part to which it applies today.) But he offers no other term for “our™
vagina, describes the labia minor as “protuberances (processus), emerging
from the uterus near that opening which is called the mouth of the
womb,” and calls the clitoris, whose erectile and erotogenic qualities he is
in the process of extolling, “this same part of the uterus (hanc eadem uteri
partem).®! The precision Columbus sought to introduce by calling the
cervix the true “mouth of the womb”™ vanishes as the vaginal opening
becomes the mouth of the womb and the clitoris one of its parts. The
language simply did not exist, or need to exist, for distinguishing male
from female organs. This same sort of tension is evident in other anato-
mists. Fallopius is anxious to differentiate the cervix proper from the va-
gina, but has no more specific name for it than “female pudenda,” a part
of a general “hollow” (sinus). The Fallopian tubes, as he describes them,
are not the tubes that convey eggs from the ovaries to the womb, but
twin protuberances of sinews (meruei), which do penetrate the perito-
neum, are hollow; and do not have an opening into the uterus. Fallopius
remained committed to the male-centered system and, despite his revo-
lutionary rhetoric, assumed the commonplace that “all parts that arc in
men are present in women.”®? Indeed if they were not, women might not
be human.

Gaspard Bauhin (1560-1624), professor of anatomy and botany in
Basel, sought to clear up the nomenclature, but with equal lack of success.
The drive to see all genital organs with reference to man is too defu'PllY
embedded in language. “Everything pertaining to the female genitalia is
comprehended in the term ‘of nature’ (phuseos),” he declares, but then
informs his readers that some ancient writers called the male genitalia
phuseos as well. Among the words for the labia he cites is the Greek mu-

tocheila, meaning snout, with its obvious phallic connection, or more ex-
plicitly translated, “penile lips.”* This in turn fits the usual conflation of
labia with foreskin that goes back ar least to the tenth-century ﬁralfnc

f the vagina—a cunous descrip-

writer who points out that the interior o = G
tion—“possesses prolongations of skin called the lips,” which are qthf"
analogue of the prepuce in men and has as 1ts function protection ﬂ::-

the matrix against cold air.™** According to Mondino, r]_u: labia guard the
“the neck of the womb” in the same way that “the skin of the prepucc
guardeth the penis,” which is why “Haly Abbas calleth them P?'IHPHM
matricis [prepuce of the uterus, of the v.'ngiﬂa?]".‘“ Berengario sun'd[:r1 y f:l}scs
the word mymphae to refer to both the foreskin of the penis and the fore
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skin of the vagina, the labia minora.®® (And u:hcn a n-:;w female penis
appears, the labia become its ﬁ':rcs!un as wcl.l. So ]U{ll'! l_“h?'i a popular
English writer during the Restoration, df:m:nhg rhr:. ‘wr:r?klr:d mc::‘br:-
nous production cloath the clitoris [not the vagina] like a iun?skm. '

Much of the controversy around who discovered the L']I[ﬂt:l.i arises out
of just such a blurring of metaphorical and Jingui.snc bc:-undgncs, the con-
sequence of a model of sexual difference in which unambiguous names
for the female genitals do not matter. I will offer only one example here.
When Thomas Vicary, writing in 1548 before Columbus published, re-
ports that the vulva “hath in the middest a Lazartus pannicle, which is
called in Latin Téntigo,” the reference would seem to be unambiguous.
Moreover, tentigo in carly seventeenth-century English means “a tense-
ness or lust; an attack of priapism; an erection.” There is even less ques-
tion that the structure in question is the female penis, the clitoris. But
when Vicary reports on the functions of this part, its “two utilities,” he
seems to be discussing an entirely different organ. There is no mention of
pleasure. “The first [utility] is that by it goeth forth the urine, or else it
should be shed throughout al the Vulva: The seconde 15, that when a
woman does set hir thies abrode, it altereth the ayre that commeth to the
Matrix for to temper the heate” What the name led us to expect, a female
penis, turn out to be a pair of workaday flaps, a dual-purpose female fore-
skin.%® But whatever Vicary means, it is impossible to translate across the
chasm that divides this world from ours.

A web of words, like the constellation of images discussed in the pre-
vVious sections, was redolent with 2 theory of sexual difference and thus
sustained the one-sex maodel AgAINst more general testing. There was in
both texts and images a quality of obsessiye insistence, a constant circling
around, always back to the male a5 standard. An almost defensive qualiry
sugeests thar the politics of gender off the Page might well have cngm‘-
dered the textual insistence that there really we

ter all,

e no women af-

The truth of the one-sex mode]

As I said, parts of the one-flesh model were in princi

_ . le open to empirical
T odel ple ope piric
verification and hence also to falsification. By It remained untested, not

oV 50 because it was woven into
» chinical practice. and everyday experience
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that protected it from exposure to what we would construe as contrary
evidence.

Orgasm and conception. It is scarcely surprising that men and women
should think that there was a phenomenological correlative to so awe-
some and mysterious a process as generation. (Orgasm remains even to-
day linked to conception in the imaginations of many people.) On the
other hand, counterevidence must have been readily at hand that women
frequently conceived withour it. For a number of reasons, however, the
old view survived. Systematic evidence on the subject is very difficult to
gather and, even if women had been asked, it is more than likely that they
would have answered what tradition dictated. They would have misre-
membered the night of conception or misreported their feelings because
it is all too easy to dismiss a nonorgasmic conception as an anomaly or,
many months later, simply to have forgotten the circumstances of concep-
tion, especially when to do otherwise would have been to fly in the face
of accepted wisdom. Experience, in short, is reported and remembered
s0 as to be congruent with dominant paradigms.

On a more technical level, it was not difficult to refute, or push to the
margins, unwelcome facts. Aristotle, for example, was easy game. His
own dictum that “nature never makes anything without a purpose and
never leaves out what is necessary” was routinely turned on him.** Since
women have organs that resemble the male resticles, and since they ob-
viously experience sexual orgasm—“ye shall observe the same delight alnd
concussion as in males”—there seemed no reason to deny them as acuve
a role in human generation as men. “Why should we suppose Nanm:’;
beyond her custome, should abound superfluidities and ustlesslparts::n
asks the progressive Oxford physician Nathanicl Highmore rhetorically.
Or, as Lemnius put it in 1557, in a simile that wcqu have PRI n
an increasingly commercial society, 2 woman’s womb is not simply “hired
by men, as merchant ships are to be fraited by them.” And even if—as he
denied—female semen had no other purpose “but only to excite, MOVe
and stir the woman to pleasure,” it would be immensely _ur;pﬂrtant b:
cause without the “vehement and ardent lust and appetite ST s
union, neither man nor woman would follow God’s injunc:_mn to mlrljllu—
ply and be fruitful. Thus the fact that women had gonads like I'.nmi’me;:
they had sexual desires, that they generally produced fluid dmmﬁn e
course, and presumably showed signs of “delight and concussion,
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confirmed the orgasm/conception link that Aristotle, ar least in his phil-
osophical persona, had sought to deny.”™ _ .

To be sure, the fluid women produced did not look like the male ejac-
ulate, but that was precisely what was to be expected. In the first place, a
thing did not have to look like something else in order to be it, as in the
bread and wine at communion. More prosaically, the Galenic model of
hierarchically ordered sexes would have predicted differences in the qual-
ity of the two. Patriarchy itself was predicated on the fact that when, “by
the labour and chafing of the testikles or stones.” blood is turned into
sperm, the man’s would be “hote, white and thicke”™ while the woman's
would be “thinner, colder, and feebler.” 72

The heat (orgasm) conception nexus was also deeply entwined in med-
ical practice and theory generally. As we have seen. the one-flesh-model,
and the role of orgasm in it, is represented in the bodily economy of fluids
generally and redounds throughout the entire structure of Galenic-
Hippocratic medicine. The experience of patients would have supported
it, if only out of the universal tendency of people to believe in, even as
they ridicule, the efficacy of their healers.

But hear, and orgasm specifically, was integral to the more mundane
therapeutics of infertility, amenorrhea, and relared conditions, not to
speflk of sexual dysfunctions whose physiological causes are the same as
theirs. A physician, surgeon, midwife, wisewoman or other healer con-
sulted regarding any of these, and especially barrenness, would immedi-
atffﬁ’ have SUSPICW:d some caloric pathology. And since the statistical anal-
ﬂ:::r:f csgsegu::n has evolved only very r(‘l:‘{.‘l‘lﬂ}'.. and since doing nothing
Sccan;mb:b}I; rjfa: :E:ﬂrk&hk? chance of success in curing infertility, it
give their patients re .'m:li'}r:t m}-r ad;m s s e <o
Kok e i mj g sﬁmual cat and plcasurc Mmust have appeared

5 8h to confirm the lnlmi;:l on which it was based.”™

ven suspected anatomical defects mught be regarded as damaging be-
cause of their effect on pleasure. If, as was thought, the d Eﬂd .
during coitus “shakes our” the semen, then j M v s
: » then irregularities in the actual
i!:};z;al ccl:ltact berween bodies would be among the first possibilities
N orgasm and hence Fcﬂllr'c;i}; iy el b"th_ parmers mighe fail to have

foreskin needs to be c:}r? Faeed. Tally
Penis withour one is not E:zfu::ﬁ Flm‘ cpsmr::ic rcasops_ th:p because a
Y lubricated - “Iubnmt}'" IS necessary
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for sexual pleasure and “when the pleasure is greater, the woman emits
seed and suitable material for the formation of the foetus and for the
production of membranes.”” No foreskin, less friction, no female or-
gasm, sterility. Too short a penis could have the same result for the same
reason: inability to satisfy the woman. (Avicenna was the authority on
this point.) And so too could an excessively large member by diminishing
female pleasure, though one sixteenth-century German doctor is skepti-
cal: “Perhaps you have not heard too many complaints about the penis
being too long,” he says; “I say unto you, the longer a weed grows, the
better.” 7

But genital heat, from the rubbing genitals, was in fact construed as
part of the larger caloric economy, just as semen was part of a more gen-
eral traffic in fungible fluids. Thus the excess heat that was thought to
cause nocturnal emissions or premature ejaculation might be assuaged by
cutting back on spicy foods, suppressing “images of a desired woman,”
or not sleeping on one’s back too long (because sleeping on one’s back
led to warmer kidneys, which increased the production of excrement gen-
erally and therefore also of semen).”™

These were serious matters. In a society in which one in five children
died before the age of one, and even prosperous families could consider
themselves fortunate if they reproduced themselves, any waste .o.f semen
was 2 matter of the most poignant seriousness. A French physician tells
of a man who came to see him in March 1694 because “whenever he was
inclined to approach his wife, the emission followed thc. crt:C'I:iDn. 50 tas‘t,
that he had no ability to penetrate, This hindered him from having chil
dren: and, as he had bur one left, was afraid of being left without any ‘_it
all” De la Motte prescribed cooling medicines an_ci nggtstcdlrlmr h{s
patient abstain from wines, ragouts, and other heating foods. H15::_gndl-
tion improved, but his wife remained barren “though very }’U““E' ek

The problem of too much heat in women was also part of any Rcr'fi:'ds:
sance differential diagnosis of the causes of infertility. Excessive desire;

curly, dark, and plentiful hair (in men hair was a sign of _!.ririli_l:]_.;,1 k:lrmﬂ::f::
of L in adolescence and distinguished the
and of the vital heat that arose in ado e et

finally from women); a short or absent menscs (the s r
the .':xcm materials that in normal women were chrnmatf: 11n -.c
monthly courses), and so forth, all indicated a pmblcrn of cxtsssnfc
warmth that would burn up the sced. Cooling drugs were called for in

these situations.™
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Insufficient heat, however, loomed far larger in the literature than did
its surplus. The absence of sexual desire in men, but wi;h minor a.dm_sb
ments also in women, could be cured by rubbing the loins with calorific
drugs or through lascivious talk; other drugs, coquetry, and more ralk
could cure a “defect of spirit,” the inability to have an erection when
desire itself was sufficient. In women, adversity and indisposition “to the
pleasures of the lawful sheets,” especially when accompanied by a slow
pulse, little thirst, thin urine, “no pleasure and delight” during coition,
scant pubic hair, and similar signs were diagnostically important indica-
tors of excessive coolness in their testicles and thus of insufficient hear to
concoct their sced. As Jacob Rueff put it in discussing the problem of
frigidity, “the fruitfulness of man and wife may be hindered very much
for want of desire to be acquainted with Venus 0

Desire then was a sign of warmth and orgasm a sign of its sufficiency
to ensure “generation in the time of copulation.” To produce sufficient
heat in women, talk and teasing were regarded as a good beginning.®
They “ought be prepared for sweet embraces with lascivious words mixed
with lascivious kisses.” because if “the man is quicke and the woman too
slow, there is not a concourse of both seeds at the same instant as the
rules of conception require.”52 (Men are invariably presumed to be more
q}]kkly aroused than women.) Ambroise Paré, the foremost surgeon of
his day, opens his widely translated account of generation by emphasizing
ﬂ}e importance of flirtation, caressing, and excitement. {ThE audience for
his advice is clearly male.) In his account, men had literallv to coax the
seed out of women. When a husband comes into his wife’s Ir;hambcr, “he
must entertain her with all kinde of dalliance, wanton behaviour, and
i‘fﬁfgtn?r:;m;}; Itfifklecﬁggi ,f“; “to be sln:v, and more cold, he must

s i : » he should “creepe™ into the “field of
naturc;] intermix “wanton kisses with wanton words and speeches” and
Ve R 1 i s 0 2 e
two seeds are to come togeth portant, ¢ counsels, and if the
is not “all that quick j together, the man must be aware that his partner

3t quick in gerting to that point™ as he; and he must not leave

rgasm “lest aire strike the open womb™

: ance Pharrnacc-pncia like earli ila-
ti : carlier compila
ons, was full of drugs that were ﬂ‘[{:ught to work cither directly 0]: e

Sympathetic magic, Par¢ recommended “fomenting her secret parts with
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a decoction of hot herbes made with muscadine, or boiled in other good
wine,” or that caver or musk be rubbed into her vagina. Juniper and
camomile, the heart of a male quail around the neck of a man and the
heart of a female around the neck of a woman—presumably because of
the lecherous character of birds generally and of quails in particular—ale
hoof and pease straw, were all available to manipulate the one-sex body’s
heat.® Thus savin (juniper, readily available in gin) might be prescribed
to allow an impotent man to have erections, ro warm an infertile woman’s
genitals, and to produce an inhospitably warm womb in a Somerset pros-
tirute who sought to end her pregnancy. The same goes for mugwort
(wormwood or artemesia), calamint, spices like ginger or cinnamon, and
concoctions made from various animal parts.#5

A vast body of clinical practice and learning was thus bound up with
heat, orgasm, and generation. It was and remains difficult to evaluate the
efficacy of particular therapies, and it should not secem strange that the
experiences of patients, unchallenged by modern survey techniques and
statistical analysis, would confirm the notion that more intensely pleasur-
able intercourse was also more fecund.

The fungibility of fluids. The economy of fluids discussed in Chapter 2 was
partly ideology—a way of talking about women as colder, less wf::ll-
formed, and more protean than man—and partly a way of understanding
the body generally as much less bounded and restrained than we wmljld
today. But it was also a way of organizing empirical observations, which
strengthened it and the vision of sexual difference it formed.

To begin with, certain anatomical discoveries that improved upon Ga-
lenic anatomy actually scemed to confirm the basic physioiug}' of the one-
sex model, though no one would have thought such testing necessary.
Vesalius, for example, correctly noted that, contrary to Gal.le_n, what we
would call the left ovarian and testicular veins take their orgin not from
the vena cava but from the left renal vein (fig. 41). From this he con-
cluded that while the right vein may “carry the pure blood to the testis,
the left one, coming as it did from nearer the kidney, n‘ug}}t spccr_alm: n
serous blood whose “salty and acrid quality may
bring about an itching for the emission of the scmcn.’.’ ‘ia"r’hat_was mﬂ;ght
to be a significant correction of Galen thus fitred mcc!:.f wu:l_l the : Or;
oughly Galenic notion of genital puritus, of sc:ma] feeling bmdzgsé at leas
in part the result of the corrosive qualities of certain body fluids.

CAITYINg a more watery,
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Fig. 41. This shows the left testicular vein, called
the ovarian vein in women, coming off the lefi
renal vein and not from the vena cava, the trunk
running down the center of the picture

Conversely, a finding that might have militated against the economy of
fluids in the one-sex body—for example, the discovery, known already to
Leonardo, that the epigastric vessels going to the breast did not originate
from the uterine vessels and that therefore blood from the womb might
not be so easily converted to milk and vice versa—was casily ignored. A
novel bit of plumbing paled in the face of clinical and folk wisdom
strerching back to Hippocrates and of the whole macrocosmic order of
which such wisdom was 2 part.*” “And is it not the same blood, which,
having been in the womb. is now in the breasts, whitened by the viral
spirit through its narural warmeh?” Laurent Joubert, one of the great
medical popularizers of the sixteenth century, asks rhetorically. Of course.
It was commeon knowledge that women who were lactating usually did
Not menstruate, and, as Joubert said, women who had excessive men-
strual flows (evidence for lots of surplus material) were also likely to have
A great deal of milk once the flow stopped. (This discussion is in the
context of a self-conscious cffort to bring observation to bear on ques-
tons of natural history so as to get the answers right. Jouberr, for ex-

ample, denies the claim, made by Paré, thar
=i ey o ) €xcess menstrual blood can
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Doctors continued to write as if the actual vascular pathways simply
did not matter. New clinical observations seemed to confirm the view that
menstruation was simply a way of ridding the body of excess and not
something specific to a female organ or single route. So one doctor of-
fered a case-by-case list of all the places and various forms blood went
when it could not go out its usual place: in a Saxon woman it came from
her eyes; in a nun through her ears; a woman from Sturtgart got rid of
stuff by vomiting; a slave through her spittle; a woman from Trent
through her bellybutton; in others from the breasts; and finally (even he
thinks it “most amazing”) through the index and little fingers of one
Monica.®® Christopher Wirsung, a popular German writer, argued that
the menstrual flow took three separate pathways during pregnancy, even
if he did not know precisely how the body effected this division: the most
refined and tender was reserved for the fetus, the middle grade went “by
various veins to the breasts” to be made into milk, and the coarsest re-
mained behind to be discharged when the child is born. The route from
womb to breast is clearly less relevant than the poetics of milk and blood.
Someone as thoroughly up to date as the English anatomist Helkiah
Crooke, who must have known that there were no connections between
the vessels of the uterus and those of the chest, nevertheless argued that
the breasts were uniquely well situated to “alter and labor” blood into
mﬂkbcmmcufﬂwirpmximitymm:hmmc“shupﬂfhtlam““%
even if anatomy did not support the blood/milk nexus, conceptions of the
heart as the body’s furnace did.

Observations on the periphery of western civilization and under path-
ological conditions did scem to provide direct new evidence for the in-
terconvertibility of fluids and the underlying identity, berween a:n-:i
among men and women, of various forms of bleeding. Brazilian Indian
women “never have their flowers,” writes a s:v:nmnrh—c:nil:ur}' Eﬂghsl]d‘

iler of ethnographic curiosities, because “maids of rwelve years o
l;T';Fm:ir sides cut by their mothers, from the armpit down unto the
knee [and] some conjecture that they prevent their monthly flux in this
manner” Joubert likewise thought that Brazilian women “never m:ﬂ::t
struate, no more than do female animals.” while Nicholas Culpepper,
indefatigable seventeenth-century English writer and publisher, uses ﬂ“
fact that at least some “never have any flowers™ but nevertheless are fﬂm]j:_
um:hmmmmatm“mcmmnwmt
they do not menstruate.®!
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Conversely, in the one-sex fluid economy, strange or feminine men
might lactate. Hieronymus Cardanus, court physician to the king of Den-
mark, says on the basis of travelers’ accounts that in some places “ilmpst
all the men have great quantity of milk in their breasts”*? (An Italian
commentator cites one of Cardanus’ necarer-to-home cases: “Antonio
Benzo, age 34, pale, fat and scarcely bearded, had so much milk in his
breasts that he could feed a baby."%%) Men, if they were “of a cold, moist,
and feminine complexion,” were quite likely to have milk in their breasts
thought an English doctor, a view shared by Joubert, who adds that such
men are to be found primarily in the east. He gives, in addition to the
evidence in Aristotle, the example of a Syrian count who nourished his
child for more than six months, %

This is not to say that a metaphorically lactating Christ, whose blood
nourishes his church as Mary’s milk had nourished him. or an infant Jesus
depicted with female breasts ready to spurt milk, are to be interpreted as
more ethnographic examples of the sort Just cited. But they do suggest
that, in the world of one sex, the body was far less fixed and far less
constrained by categories of biological difference than it came to be after
the eighteenth century. The boundary between a more motherly, more
ferninine Christ lactating in religious imagery and men with milk in pro-
saic ethnography and clinical reports is by no means clear.%5

Obviously the cases of amenorrhea among Indians or the more bizarre
reports of lactating men need not be interpreted as confirmation of the
cconomy of fungible fluids. The absence of the menses during lactation
@uld today be attributed to hormonal changes and not to the conver-
sion ',:'F sFLrplu.-: blood to milk. It will therefore take a certain leap of the
Imagination to understand how Renaissance dc

; _ rmation of a very different
in the one-sex model The “?tc c; _l-ll-is oy etaphorically conflated
white stuff and docztc;rs mmmmgudln? {Gﬂhr.:.bm] that u“m c
century German Physician, for R oyR smccnth

, cxamp!c. 1Ot as an abnormal vaginal dis-
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Similarly, discharges of blood by men, occurring naturally or through
phlebotomy, were interpreted not as simple instances of bleeding but as a
male substitute menses in what was merely a contingently gendered econ-
omy of fluids. Men were routinely bled, usually in the spring—more
often for those who exercised little—rto get rid of a plethora that in
women would be lost every month. Well into the cighteenth century,
certain pathological bleeding in men was still likened to menstruation.
Albrecht von Haller thought nosebleeds gort rid of extra blood in some
pubescent boys which in girls found “a more easy vent downward,” and
Hermann Boerhaave reported the case of a “certain merchant here at Ley-
den, a Man of Probity, who discharges a larger Quantity of Blood every
month by the hemorrhoidal arteries than is discharged from the Uterus
of the most healthy woman.”%” (This association goes back at least to
Aristotle. )

Indeed, the whole matrix of medical practice connected the physiology
of fluids, orgasm, conception, and heat. Cold men, less desirous, less po-
tent, and less fecund, were more likely to suffer menstrual-like bleeding
and a whole host of mental and physical ails as well; cold women were
thought more likely to suffer retention of the seed or of surplus blood,
amenorrhea, which in turn might have a variery of c:[inica]l sequels:
depression, heaviness of limb, barrenness, green sickness, hysteria. Calor-
ific drugs, a midwife rubbing the genitals (in the case of women), or the
ardors of coition itself could warm up the cool and clammy body to nor-
mality and restore its fluid balance. The issue was warmth.

Renaissance audiences would have taken as physiologically unremark-
able the case of one girl, in Robert Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy, who
was supposedly deranged by reason of a delayed menses and Whﬂ-.: by
some stroke of good fortune—from Burton’s perspective—landed in 2

brothel where she lay with fifteen men in a single night. The experience

cured her amenorrhea and restored her sanity. On the other hand, ﬂﬂmal
Or even vicarious menstruation in women was in1:c:r["1"”_"'5"':l as a sign of
normal body heat and sexual receptivity. The knight mn Gmrger Gas_]
coigne’s Adventures of Master F. J. has a terrible time wooing a lacl}I unti
one day she gets a torrential nose bleed. When with his help her cpistaxis
resolves, he finally makes it into the lady’s bed.

An entire clinical tradition thus embraced the tes
flesh model. Specific discoveries and observations—t
always accompany conception, that there were no di

table parts of the one-
that orgasm did not
rect routes berween
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uterus and breast, that the vaginal secretion of women did not look any-
thing like the semen of men—could not, even taken rogether, shake an-
cient beliefs so deeply embedded in how men and women r:gard{cd and
ministered to their bodies. And a variety of observanons or putative ob-
servations, when interpreted within the constraints of the model, only
confirmed its tenets.

Bodies and metaphors

Although my next chapter will consider explicitly the extraordinarily
fraught relationship between the social world of two genders and the
one-sex body, I do not want to end this one without briefly exploring an
alternative rhetoric of difference to the anatomy of isomorphisms and the
physiology of fungible fluids I have been emphasizing, one that proclaims
the unique qualities of a woman’s body and the supposed role of these
corporeal attribures in determining women’s health and social standing.
Dr. Rondibilis in chapter 32 of Rabelais’ Tiers livre de Pantagruel, for
example, says that nature has “placed in a secret and interior place” of
women’s bodies “an animal, an organ, that is not in men.” The seven-
teenth-century midwife Louise Bourgeois leaves the problem of male in-
fertility to male doctors but argucs that specifically in women it is most
frequently caused by wetness of the womb, that women would be as
healthy in both body and spirit as men were it not for this organ, and
more generally that God created its uniquely pathogenic qualities—its
tendency to wander and cause hysteria, for example—so as to prevent
envy bcnvu::n the sexes and to lead man to pity and love woman.* More-
over, there 15 an enormous literature that relates the cold, wet humors
said to dt:{rr_una_te women’s bodies to their social qualities—deceptiveness,
changeability, nstability—while the hot, dry humors in men supposedly
account for 1ﬂ:l¢1r honor, bravery, muscle tone, and general hardness of
body and spirit.

Both ways of tal!:ing. of course, unambiguously proclaim difference.
B;]:rm array sc?cual difference on a vertical axis of hierarchy, Both acknowl-
edge the obvious: women have a womb and men do not. Both ways of

mlhng,lm paraphrase Ian Mac
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and sometimes—I would say always—rto other parts of a cognitive sys-
tem, other “correlative opposites.” %

But these ways of talking also differ in two important respects. The
first is rhetorical. The anatomists, physicians, and even midwives 1 have
cited were writing to make their readers understand the body and its
fluids in a particular way. They were articulating a set of representational
or semiotic claims: that the womb must be understood as an interior penis,
that menstruation must be understood as women ridding themselves of a
plethora which the warmer, more active bodies of men consumed in the
course of evervday life. These understandings were fraught with culrural
significance, but they were not expounded primarily to make points
about the cnrporcal foundarions of the social order. On the other hand,
certain midwifery and medical books, by authors who wished to empha-
size their specialist knowledge, as well as a vast array of books about
women, for and against, treated the body as if it contained the necessary
and sufficient reasons for the medical problems and behavioral character-
istics with which they were specifically concerned.

The second difference (but at the same time affinity) has to do with
how these two Renaissance discourses construed the body in relanon to
its cultural meanings. In neither is the ranking of the sexes on the great
chain of being just metaphorical—nothing in this cultural system is just
metaphor—but it is not just corporeal either. The one-flesh discoursr; I
have been explicating seems to regard organs and the qualities of bodies
generally as ways of expressing hierarchy, as elements ir.‘ a network of
meaning. On the other hand, the discourse on female uniqueness secms
to be postulating an almost modern reductionist theory of corporeal cau-
sation, even if it does not carry the notion of incommensurable mrpn_rcfll
opposition as far as would post-Enlightenment writers. Yet, and this is
the critical point, the metaphorical and the corporeal are so bound up
with one another that the difference between the two is really one of
emphasis rather than kind. .

Even an apparently straightforward claim abﬂll_t the b'C’fd‘.'" hk’f: thl?‘ {mz
that Rabelais puts in the mouth of Dr. Rondibilis turns in on itscli an
becomes about something else as well: the womb comes once agfi;ln to
sound like a penis. Only women have a womb. Rondibilis says, wi no
hint of literary shiftiness. But the womb is “an animal,” he cgnnnuc;. a
move to metaphor and an allusion to Timacus (91b-d), where Plato refers

MEW SCIENCE, ONE FLESH - 109 '



to both the male and female genital organs as animals prone to wander
unless they are satisfied.!® And then, in the usual Renaissance manner of
piling on similes, this organ, the womb, which is said not to exist in man,
becomes “un membre,” a term that can of course mean simply an organ
but that referred more specifically in the sixteenth century to an appen-
dage—an arm or leg—or when used alone, as in “his member.” to the
penis. There was no sense in which membre ever referred to “her mem-
ber” %! The point here is not that Rondibilis is making a controversial
claim in saying that only women have a womb; no one denied this. It is
rather that once again a female organ is attracted into the 1
orbit of the male, not in order to make a claim about likeness but to assert
that all difference is figured on the vertical scale of man.

It is also precisely in those contexts in which the womb seems most
solidly the organic source of discase, as in the argument that hysteria is
caused by a wandering womb, that it becomes most profoundly bound
up with extracorporeal meaning. Even in classical writings it is difficult
to comprehend the purchase of the claim that the womb wanders and
causes hysteria. Herophilus in the third century B.C. discovered the uter-
ine ligaments, and Galen merely repeated old arguments when he said
that “those who are experienced in anatomy” would recognize the ab-
surdity of a moving womb: “totally preposterous” '@ Someone must
have believed literally in a rampant uterus—a folk belicf perhaps—or the
doctors would not have felt jt necessary to keep attacking the view, and
the prevalent fumigation therapies suggest that their adherents sub-
scribed to this literal interpretation. Bur by the sixteenth century there
was manifestly no place in the body for the womb to move to.

The new snatomy, and more specifically the widespread distribution of
anatomical illustrations (such as figs. 42—44) well beyond the bounds of
the learned community to midwives, barber surgeons, and laypeople,

: ‘ womb impossible; but it did not prod modern
rhetoric of discase, Like Paracelsian 1atro-chemistry, wphmhms:nu to be
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shows the female torso from which the vagina in fig. 20 was

the urerus are in place but that he has re-

s view: Fig. 43 shows a male torso, a few
in place. Clearly this figure was meant
abvica (fig. 44, borom row)
bined and used as the open-
midwifery manual by Rayn-

Figs. 42-44. Fig. 42, top left,
removed. Vesalius tells us that the artachments of
moved the abdominal wall and intestines to present thi
pages before this one, opened w show the ntestines still
m-h applicable to women. Two still cartier plates from the F

ring the abdominal wall of a male torso still in place were comy
ing and illustration of a leading sixtecnth- and seventeenth-century
ald, The Byreh of Mankind (1545)
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but is not a version of modern medical chemistry, the new anatomy lures
us into thinking that Renaissance writers must have spoken of organs as
we do, which they did not. Whatever they were debating when they pon-
dered whether the womb wandered, it was not a discussion about the
actual travels of an organ from its ligamentary anchor below, up through
a foot and a half of densely packed body parts.

By the eighteenth century, this was perfectly evident. When Tobias
Smollett, author of Humphrey Clinker as well as a surgeon and ghost-
writer of Smellie’s famous treatise on midwifery, ridiculed the English
midwife Elizabeth Nihell for citing Plato’s wandering womb, Mrs. Nihell
countered that of comrse she had meant it only figuratively. Smollett, she
said, had quoted her out of context to make her look bad. 104

Though less intractable, difficulties of translation also arise when inter-
preting the humors. Doctors as well as laypeople in the Renaissance be-
lieved that the humorial balances of the sexes differed along the axis of
hot and cold, wet and dry, that such differences had implications for anat-
omy as well as for behavior, and that humorial imbalance caused disease.
They spoke as if there were warm or cold qualities somewhere in the body
whose presence was made known by observable features; skin color, hair,
temperament. On the other hand, no one believed that a quantifiable
amount of some humor caused someone to be male or female. There were
thought to be hot, hirsute viragos and effeminate, cold and hairless mien,
colder than exceptionally hot women. The claim was rather that men as a

species were hotter and drier than women as a species. Nor was it claimed

that one could actually feel the wetness or the coldness that distinguished
women from men or tf

T that, on occasion, caused female complaints.!% The
humors were not like organs and did not Play the parts organs would
play i cighteenth-century nosology or social theory. Though humors
were hrrmrt real” than j wandering womb and were certainly not “just
m t .. .} - '
iy :h :E ors” or ways of talking, they were not Just corporeal attributes
Perhaps the most telling feature of both ways of talking about sex in

:hﬂ Bf:c;;iﬁﬂm‘t, however, is the extent to which all talk about sex is de-
Crmin contextually. In the same g
and denied both separate exj v whhh e

Thf-'m th.f‘}' m‘ wh{-re maost 2 - “ i
bus’ discovery of the | e rously absent. Consider again Colum-
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Hanc eadem uteni partem dum venerem appetunt mulieres et tanguam oes-
tro percitae, virum appetunt, ad libidinem concitae: si attinges, duriusculam
et oblongam comperies . . .

If vou touch that part of the uterus while women are eager for sex and very
excited as if in a frenzy, and aroused to lust they are eager for a man, you
will find it rendered a lictle harder and oblong . . .

If “you™ (man) rouch a certain part of a woman, “you™ will find it harder.
Women, in one of the few instances in which they are made the gram-
matical subject, are literally surrounded in the temporal clause by desire,
ber desire. Appetunt, “are eager for,” is repeated, to flank mulieres, women;
percitae and concitae, redundant predicate adjectives, attest further to her
sexual arousal. But then the sentence takes an unexpected turn, and the
scientifically objective, presumptively male reader is told that the part of
the female anatomy in question will become hard and oblong if touched
.. . making her semen flow “swifter than air.”'% Thus woman has entered
as a separate, desiring being in what seems to be an all-male world.

This tension is everywhere, not only in the anatomy theater but at the
Globe Theater, not only in medical texts but in the essays of Montaigne.
The cultural polirics of at least two genders is never in equilibrium with
the “biology,” or alternative cultural politics, of one sex. We shall sce that
context determines sex in the world of two sexes as well.

. 3 l
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FIVE

Discovery of the Sexes

The bicycle’s triumph . . . necessitates an androgy-
nous outfit worn by its adepts of the weaker sex . .
Will we never make our skirted publishers and soci-
ologists in dresses understand that a woman is nei-
ther equal nor inferior nor superior to a man, that
she is a being apart, another thing, endowed with
other functions by nature than the man with whom
she has no business competing in public life? A
woman cxists only through her ovaries.

VICTOR JOZE, 1895

Sometime in the eighteenth century, sex as we know it was invented. The
reproductive organs went from being paradigmatic sites for displaying
hierarchy, resonant throughout the cosmos, to being the foundation c.'f
incommensurable difference: “women owe their manner of being to their
organs of generation, and especially to the uterus,” as one :ig_htal:::nm-
century physician pur it.! Here was not only an explicit I'Fpll.dla[lﬂl"l of
the old isomorphisms but also, and more important, a rejection of _d“
idea that nuanced differences between organs, fluids, am:l_ physiological
processes mirrored a transcendental order of perfection. Aristotle and Ga-
len were simply mistaken in holding that female organs are a lesser f‘crn:n
of the male’s and by implication that woman is a lesser man. A woman is
a woman, proclaimed the “moral anthropologist” Moreau 1n onc o_f the
many new efforts to derive culture from the body, everywhere and in all
things, moral and physical, not just in one set nfurg.ans.z | i
Organs that had shared a name—ovaries and testicles—werc now

Isti istingui hat had not been distinguished by a
guistically distinguished. Organs tha e

name of their own—the vagina, for example—we the skeleton and
that had been thought common to man and woman—the s
the nervous system—were differentiated so as

o m:rcspond to the cul-




tural male and female. As the natural body itself became the gold standard
of social discourse, the bodies of women—the perennial other—thus be-
came the battleground for redefining the ancient, intimate, fundamental
social relation: that of woman to man. Women'’s bodies in their corporeal,
scientifically accessible concreteness, in the very nature of their bones,
nerves, and, most important, reproductive organs, came to bear an enor-
mous new weight of meaning. Two sexes, in other words, were invented
as a new foundation for gender.

Woman’s purported passionlessness was one of the many possible man-
ifestations of this newly created sex. Female orgasm, which had been the
body’s signal of successful generation, was banished to the borderlands
of physiology, a signifier withourt a signified. Previously unquestioned,
the routine orgasmic culmination of intercourse became a major topic of
debate. The assertion that women were passionless: or alternatively the
proposition that, as biologically defined beings, they possessed to an ex-
traordinary degree, far more than men, the capacity to control the bestial,
irrational, and potentially destructive fury of sexual pleasure; and indeed
the novel inquiry into the nature and quality of female pleasure and sex-
ual allurement—all were part of a grand effort to discover the anatomical
and physiological characteristics that distinguished men from women.
Orgasm became a player in the game of new sexual differences.

This did not happen all at once, nor did it happen everywhere at the
SAME tme, nor was it a permanent shift. When in the 1740s the young
Princess Maria Theresa was worried that she had not immediately be-
come pregnant after her marriage to the furure Hapsburg emperor, her
Physician responded with advice thar was no different from what Soranus
:iljng::: E;i:::: ;i:cd a Roman matron: “Ceterum censeo vulvam Sanctis-
vulva of I'";cr Mm:nlflc 1‘13;1;1“?1 sy tltlllnndulm_" {Murcm'cr,_ I think the
%l el ﬂ:i Apeay should be titillated before intercourse.)

3 dozen children.? Physicians in the nincteenth and

carly rwentiffrh centuries could offer lirtle more, and even today doctors
disabuse patients of beliefs as old as Hippocrates: '

Dear Dr. Donohue: 1 am asham
. ed to ask mw : :
Pregnant when you have an i my doctor: Do you only get

Answer: Pregnancy resulrs whe
d ns A
gasm has nothing to do with s | o 20 fertilizes an egg. Or-

AS f'or 'Lhc one-sey mUdC] = g
» T » -
teenth centuries, books ke :‘!l.:i::a::.{.lgwm on. In the cighteenth and nine-

¥ Masterpiece and Nicholas Venette's
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‘L DISCOVERY OF THE SEXES - 1

The Art of Congugal Love, or to a lesser extent the Pseudo-Albertus Mag-
nus’ Secrets of Women, transmitted Galenic learning to hundreds of thou-
sands of lay readers, whatever their doctors might have thought. And in
a variety of contexts, physicians themselves also spoke in the language of
the one-sex model (such as those who feared that German women work-
ers engaged in unfeminine occupations would become Mannweiber, male
women).?

There are two explanations for how the two modern sexes as we imag-
ine them were, and continue to be, invented: one is epistemological and
the other is, broadly speaking, political.® The epistemological explanation
in turn has at least two articulations. The first is part of the story in which
fact comes to be more clearly distinguished from fiction, science from
religion, reason from credulity. The body is the body is the body, said a
new group of self-appointed experts with ever more authority, and there
are only certain things it can do. Lactating monks, women who never ate
and exuded sweet fragrance, sex changes at the whim of the imagination,
bodies in paradise without sexual difference, monstrous births, women
who bore rabbits, and so on, were the stuff of fanaticism and superstition
even if they were not so far beyond the bounds of reason as to be un-
imaginable. Skepticism was not created in the cighteenth century, but the
divide between the possible and the impossible, berween body and spirit,
between truth and falschood. and thus berween biological sex and theat-
rical gender, was greatly sharpened. _ .

The second part of the epistemological explanation 15 :S.si:ntl,all}' the
one given by Foucault: the episteme “in which signs and .::1m111rudr:s were
wrapped around one another in an endless spiral,” in which “the relation
of microcosm to macrocosm should be conceived as both the 1gualtanfﬁc
of that knowledge and the limit of its expansion,” ::ndt:d_SDmﬁUm‘: in the
late seventeenth century.” All the complex ways in which resemblances
among bodies, and berween bodies and the cosmos, confirmed a hier-
archic world order were reduced to a single plane: namure. In the wgrld
of reductionist cxplanatinn‘ what m:ll,'l:tﬂfd was the Hﬂl'., hﬂnmntal, 1mn-
movable foundation of physical fact: sex.

Or, put differently, the cultural work t
been done by gender devolved now onto sex.
facts of scxuﬂg;jﬂcrcncc to support the claim that woman mslal z;
being than man; it followed from the # priori ruth that s daily
is inferior to the efficient cause. Of course males and females were uf]mt in
life identified by their corporeal characteristics, but the assertion

har had in the one-flesh model
Aristotle did not need the
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generation the male was the efficient and the ﬁ:malr.thc _rmtm'ai cause
was, in principle, not physically demonstrable; it was itself a rtsul’cmr:rrr
of what it meant to be male or female. The specific nature of the ovaries
or the uterus was thus only incidental to defining sexual difference. By
the eighteenth century, this was no longer the case. The womb, which
had been a sort of negative phallus, became the uterus—an organ whose
fibers, nerves, and vasculature provided a naruralistic explanation and jus-
tification for the social status of women.

The context for the articulation of two incommensurable sexes was,
however, neither a theory of knowledge nor advances in scientific knowl-
edge. The context was politics, There were endless new struggles for
power and position in the cnormously enlarged public sphere of the cigh-
teenth and particularly the postrevolutionary nineteenth centuries: be-
tween and among men and women; between and among feminists and
antifeminists. When, for many reasons, a precxisting transcendental order
or time-immemorial custom became a less and less plausible justification
for social relations, the battleground of gender roles shifted to nature, to
biological sex. Distinct sexual anatomy was adduced to support or deny
all manner of claims in a variety of specific social, economic, polirical,
cultural, or erotic contexts. (The desire of male for female and female for
male was natural—hence the new slogan “opposites attract”—or it was
not.) Whatever the issue, the body became decisive,

But no one account of sexual difference triumphed. It may well be the
case tt?at aJrnf:-st as many people believed that women by ‘nature were
cqual in passion to men as believed the opposite.®* We simply do not
know how many people believed, with the cighteenth-century moral an-

of civilization and how many belie

showed the Power of the uterus over women’s lives and hence was a nat-

nce.? For everyone who thought that

© especially responsive sexually because of the struc-
4, someone else thought thar thej

ural foundation for gender differe
women of color were
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gender now came to be expressed with reference to sex, to biology. There
were no books written before the late seventeenth century with titles like
De la femme sous ses rapports phyysiologiques, morals et littévaives or De la pub-
erté . . . chez la femme, au point de vue physiologue, Ingiénigue et medical that
argued so explicitly for the biological foundations of the moral order.
There were hundreds if not thousands of such works in which sexual
differences were articulated in the centuries that followed.
Scientists did far more than offer neutral data to ideologues. They lent
their prestige to the whole enterprise; they discovered or bore witness to
| aspects of sexual difference that had been ignored. Moreover, the politics
of gender very clearly affected not only the interpretation of clinical and
laboratory data but also its production.?® On the other hand, a number
of new research traditions did produce considerable knowledge about the
developmental and mature anatomy of the male and female body, abourt
the nature of ovulation and the production of sperm, about conception,
menstruation, and in the 1920s and 1930s the hormonal control of re-
production generally. By the early decades of this century, the power of
science to predict and effect successful mating in humans and mimal:.s was
considerably enhanced. In short, reproductive biology pmgn:ssm_:l in its
understanding of sex and was not merely an “immature” enterprise that
served competing social interests. _ _

But my point here is that new knowledge about sex did not in any way
entail the claims about sexual difference made in its name. No discovery
or group of discoveries dictated the rise of a two-sex model, for precisely
the same reasons that the anatomical discoveries of the Renaissance did
not unseat the one-sex model: the nature of sexual dil"fcrcn_c-: is not sus-
ceptible to empirical testing. It is logically independent of biological facts
because already embedded in the language of science, at least Ithﬂ ap-
plied to any culturally resonant construal of sexual difference, is the la:l
guage of gender. In other words, all but the most clrcu_msmbcd sta :1
ments about sex are, from their inception, burdenc-:.i with the cultur
work done by these propositions. Despite the new epistemological _statu.;-
of nature as the bedrock of distinctions, and despite the accumulation 0

SCX, 1 i . i the scientific revo-
facts abo difference in the centunes after
8 . Two incommensurable

lution was no more stable than it had been before. i
sexes were, and are, as much the products of culture as was, and is,

In this chapter and the next I will primarily be making the negative
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case that new scientific discoveries did not bring down the old model and
enshrine the new. One sex, [ want to emphasize again, did not die, But it
met a powerful alternative: a biology of incommensurability in Ul:'hil'h the
relationship between men and women was not inherently one of equality
or inequality but rather of difference that required interpretation. Sex, in
other words, replaced what we might call gender as a primary founda-
tional category. Indeed, the framework in which the natural and the social
could be clearly distinguished came into being.

Biological sex

In the late seventeenth and cighteenth centuries, science fleshed out. in
terms acceptable to the new cpistemology, the categories “male” and “fe-
male” as opposite and incommensurable biological sexes. One can sense
this in subtle turns of phrase. Buffon, the encyclopedic Enlightenment
naturalist, translates back and forth as if he senses that he is on the cusp
of a momentous transformation: the peculiar correspondence between
the parts of generation and the rest of the body might be called (with the
ancients) “sympathy™ or (with the moderns) “an unknown relation in the

action of nerves.” ! A notion of order and coherence is replaced by cor-
poreal wiring,

More generally, by the end of the seventeenth century the various in-

tellcﬂ_-u,al currents that made up the transformarion of human under-
smndmg known as the scientific revolution— Baconianism. Cartesian
mel:hamlsm‘ empiricist ep istemology, Newtonian synthesis—had radically
undermined the whole Galenic mode of cnmpm!{mding the body in re-

This meant the abandonment, among other

lation to the cosmos, 12




the quotidian repetition of God's act of creation with all its attendant heat
and light, gave way to the term “reproduction.” which had less miracu-
lous, more mechanistic connotations even if it did not quite capture the
virtuosity of nature. As Fontanelle said, “Put a Dog Machine and a Bitch
Machine side by side, and eventually a third little Machine will be the
result, whereas two Warches will lie side by side all of their lives without
ever producing a third Watch.”* The importance in the eighteenth cen-
tury of new theories of knowledge generally, and with respect to the body
particularly, is a commonplace. Scientific race, for example—the notion
that either by demonstrating the separate creation of various races (poly-
genesis) or by simply documenting difference, biology could account for
differential status in the face of “natural equality”—developed at the
same time and in response to the same sorts of pressures as scientific sex.'s
Claims of the sort that Negroes have stronger, coarser nerves than Euro-
peans because they have smaller brains, and thar these facts explain the
inferiority of their culture, are parallel to those which held that the uterus
naturally disposes women toward domesticity.'® I want here simply to
acknowledge that my particular story is part of what would be a more
comprehensive history of exclusive biological categories in relation to cul-
ture.

Poullain de la Barre, one of the earliest writers in the new vein, illus-
trates the turn to biology when an old ordering of man and woman col-
lapses. In his case the impetus to biology is rwofold. In rht_‘: first Pl:"':":_ de
la Barre is committed to the Cartesian premise that the self is dn: thinking
subject, the mind, and that it is radically not body. From this it follows
that the mind, this decorporealized self, has no sex and indeed can have
no sex. Gender, the social division between men and womern, mlust there-
fore have its foundation in biology if it is to have any foundation at all.
His version of Descartes’ radical skepticism leads him to the same con_c1u=
sion. He lists 2 number of views that the ignorant hold as unquestion-
able: that the sun moves around the earth; that m;diﬁnn.al rcl;gmn is true;
that the inequality of man generally is evident in the “TSP‘““:?T of E:;attz
and Conditions” And, “amongst thesc odd opinions,” he writes, " ther

| Fmi ' ersal” than “the common Judg-
is not any mistake more Ancient, or Univ e ot

ment which men make of the Difference of the two e Pmnx

i i to
depends thereon”; ignorant and learned alike seem to think :
and piece of singularity” that woman might not be inferior to man 10

“capacity and worth™!”
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In other words, the usual views on sexual difference might simply be 2
mistake, like seeing a square tower as if it were round. It is not a Cartesian
“clear and distinct” idea, as it would have been for Aristotle, but rather a
question that can be decided on the same grounds as one judges whether
the sun is the center of the solar system.!® Given then that sexual differ-
ence is an empirical marter, even the most firmly held and seemingly se-
cure views about women might turn out, upon further scrutiny, to be
false. Moreover, de la Barre goes on, one can even demonstrate the pre-
cise, historically explicable causes of erroncous views: because the subject
has been “but very lightly discoursed of ; because of “partiality™; because
of the lack of “trial or examination.” Once bias and superficiality have
been dealt with, sexual difference is a question of biology that solely con-
stitutes the category “sex.” Specifically for de la Barre, the task is to dem-
onstrate that the organic differences corresponding to the social cate-
gories of man and woman do not, or ought not to, matter in the public
sphere. For others the project was quite the opposite. But whatever the
political agenda, the strategy is the same: indeed, sex is everywhere pre-
cisely because the authority of gender has collapsed.®

Political theorists beginning with Hobbes had argued that there is no
bElSIJE': In nature, in divine law, or in a transcendent cosmic order for anv
spc:slnﬁc sort of authority—of king over subject, of slaveholder over slave,
or, it fDI}owed, of man over woman. For Hobbes, as for Locke, a person
E _csscntmjjy a s:m:_ir:nt. being, a sexless creature whose body is of no po-
S en, nu‘t women, make the social contract. The rea-

s n, they want to hold, is not built into the world

;}rfin_rr; it does not arise me old-fashioned reasons like the superionity of
PITt over matter or the historical dominance God granted Adam Nor
do they scem to want to attribute it -

e : a to “mere nature,” where a child would
- more likely to D':IIC} Its mother than its father. Instead it seems to have

women in the inferior position Locke

: . - 5
Determination, the Rule, should be plac:
to the Man’s share, as the abler and the

ys simply that since “the last
d somewhere, it naturally falls
Stromgger.” 2° In Hobbes it is much
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not, as in the old model, arise from generation. However problematic,
the tendency of early contract theory is to make the subordination of
women to men a result of the operation of the facts of sexual difference,
of their utilitarian implications. What matters is the superior strength of
men or, more important, the frequent incapacity of women because of
their reproductive functions.?? Bodies in these accounts are not the sign
of but the foundation for civil society.

Rousscau, arguing against Hobbes, rakes a similarly biological tack.
Hobbes, he says, erred in using the struggle of male animals for access to
females as evidence for the natural combativeness of the primitive human
state. True, he concedes, there is bitter competition among beasts for the
opportunity to mate, but this is because for much of the year females
refuse the male advances. Suppose they were to make themselves available
only two months out of every twelve: “it is as if the population of females
had been reduced by five-sixths.” But women have no such periods of
abstinence—love is “never scasonal” among the human species—and
they are thus not in short supply; even among savages there are no “fixed
periods of heat and exclusion™ that produce in animals such “terrible mo-
ment(s] of universal passion.”?? Reproductive physiology and the nature
of the menstrual cycle bear an enormous weight here, as the state of na-
ture is cnnccpnu]i;:cd in terms of the supposed differences in the sexual
receptivity of women and beasts. _ _

And, to give a final example, Tocqueville argued that in the Umt_cd
States democracy had destroyed the old basis for patriarchﬂl_ _Ruﬂlﬂl‘lt}’
and that it was necessary to trace anew and with great precision o
clearly distinct lines of action for the two sexes.”** In short, Wh‘-‘“’:"‘:"
boundaries were threatened or new ones erected, newly discovered fun-
damental sexual differences provided the material.

Their provenance was science. In the late eighteenth century, gnat;:—
mists for the first time produced detailed illustrations of an explicitly fe-
male skeleton to document the fact that sexual difference was more than

skin decp. Where before there had been only one basic strucrure, now
there were two.25 The nervous system assured, in still annthFr rcajm_, rha;
the body “would be an observable and internally consistent field of signs,
that female sympathy would be the result of female fibers.? At
Gradually the gcl';imls whose position had marked a2 .bcd?s_ place .
ulmlﬂ‘sifiﬁv male ladder came to be rendered so as t0 display mcc-r:un
surable difference. We can, already by the late seventeenth century, trace

. 7 I
DISCOVERY OF THE SEXES 15



In other words, the usual views on sexual difference might simply be 2
mistake, like seeing a square tower as if it were round. It is not a Cartesian
“clear and distinct™ idea, as it would have been for Aristotle, but rather 2
question that can be decided on the same grounds as one judges whether
the sun is the center of the solar system.'® Given then thar sexual differ-
ence is an empirical matter, even the most firmly held and seemingly se-
cure views abour women might turn our, upon further scrutiny, to be
false. Morcover, de la Barre goes on, one can even demonstrate the pre-
cise, historically explicable causes of erroneous views: because the subject
has been “but very lightly discoursed of ”; because of “partiality™; because
of the lack of “trial or examination.” Once bias and superficiality have
been dealt with, sexual difference is a question of biology that solely con-
stitutes the category “sex.” Specifically for de la Barre, the task is to dem-
onstrate that the organic differences corresponding to the social cate-
gories of man and woman do not, or ought not to, matter in the public
sphere. For others the project was quite the opposite. But whatever the
political agenda, the strategy is the same: indeed, sex is everywhere pre-
cisely because the authority of gender has collapsed.'®

Political theorists beginning with Hobbes had argued that there is no
basis in nature, in divine law, or in 4 transcendent cosmic order for any
spegﬁc sort of authority—of king over subject, of slaveholder over slave,
e fﬂql}Wfd, of man over woman. For Hobbes, as for Locke, a person
13 cssentially a sentient being, a sexless crearure whose body is of no po-
litical relevance. Still, for both, males do end up being the head 6f hathes

holds and nations. Men, not women, make the social contract. The rea-
son for suburdmatjon, they want

» sh i b .
to the Man’s share, as h, should be placed somewhere, it naturally falls

s .cltar, and one can op} Wilitiop stronger 2 In Hobbes it is much

Aty Sm“m_nisc that a woman’s having a child puts




not, as in the old model, arise from generation. However problematic,
the tendency of early contract theory is to make the subordination of
women to men a result of the operation of the facts of sexual difference,
of their utilitarian implications. What marters is the superior strength of
men or, more important, the frequent incapacity of women because of
their reproductive functions.?? Bodies in these accounts are not the sign
of but the foundation for civil society.

Rousseau, arguing against Hobbes, takes a similarly biological tack.
Hobbes, he says, erred in using the struggle of male animals for access to
females as evidence for the natural combativeness of the primitive human
state. True, he concedes, there is bitter competition among beasts for the
opportunity to mate, but this is because for much of the year females
refuse the male advances. Suppose they were to make themselves available
only two months out of every twelve: “it is as if the population of females
had been reduced by five-sixths.” But women have no such periods of
abstinence—love is “never seasonal” among the human specics—and
they are thus not in short supply; even among savages there are no “fixed
periods of heat and exclusion™ that produce in animals such “terrible mo-
ment[s] of universal passion.”?* Reproductive physiology and the nature
of the menstrual cycle bear an enormous weight here, as the state of na-
ture is Cﬂnccptu;l.lj:zl:d in terms of the supposed differences in the sexual
receptivity of women and beasts. . .

And, to give a final example, Tocqueville argued that in the Umtr:d
States democracy had destroyed the old basis for patriarchal authoriry

. S
and that it was necessary to trace anew and with great precision WO
clearly distinct lines of action for the two sexes”?* In short, wherever
boundaries were threatened or new ones erected, newly discovered fun-

damental sexual differences provided the material.
Their provenance was science. In the late cighteenth centurys anato-

mists for the first time produced detailed llustrations of an explicitly fe-
male skeleton to document the fact that sexual difference was more than
skin deep. Where before there had been only one basic structure, NOW
there were two.2 The nervous system assured, in still another rea]m: ﬂ'la:
the body “would be an observable and internally -::c:u':s.iﬁn:fc:n;fr field of signs,
that female sympathy would be the result of female fibers. e
Gradually the genitals whose position had marked a bodvs p ammm_
teleologically male ladder came to be rendered s0 s to display inco &
surable difference. We can, already by the late seventeenth century, tr
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Fig. 51. The top drawing (1) shows a womb opened in
relation to the “stoncs” and bladder. The lower drawng
(1) shows the body of the uterus and the stones but,
unlike earlicr drawings, no vagina. From Barthohn,
Anatomy,

the collapse of the old representations. Bartholin, who on occasion ex-
plicitly opposed the Galenic isomorphisms, produced in 1668 three seps-

te drawings of the female genitalia: one that showed the whole gener-
ative system and pointedly left out the vagina and external pudends;
another that showed the womb open in relation to the “stones” tm'lﬁﬁ?-
again withour a vagina: and finally one that showed the clitoris as a pems
but rendered the vagina Open so that it looked as little as possible like 2
penis (compare figs. 37 and 51). Even though these images belic the
ancient construction of Woman as an inferior, internalized man, their la-

¥

perform in the illustrations of the next
':Cﬂml':.-’.

Just how shaky the new ima
de Graaf (1641-1673

basis for much furyre
of the female genirali

ges still were is clear in the work of Regnier
)- His discovery of the ovanan follicle provided the
discussion of sexual difference, but his illustrations
4 were more old-fashioned than Bartholin’s. The
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Fig. 52. The utcrus, vagina, and ova-
ries—still labeled female testicles—from
Regnier de Graaf, De mlierm organi
Aeneramioni fserrientibne ( 1672). If the
vagina were not sectioned open, the pic-
rure would resemble carlier drawings
produced to show the male and female

Organs as isomorphic.

entire vagina is still shown attached to the cervix, as in Renaissance texts,
but de Graaf’s depiction of the vagina opened just below the cervix and
of the ovaries firmly artached to their ligaments tends to make the en-
semble look considerably less penislike than its sixteenth- or early seven-
teenth-century counterparts (fig. 52).

By the late seventeenth century, the English anatomist William Cow-
per, like Bartholin, had separate drawings for the clitoris, for the puden-
dum and “fore part of the ragina uteri,” and for the uterus, ovaries,
Fallopian tubes. The only hints of the old formula are that he includes
part of the vagina, albeit “divided so as to show its rouge,” in his image
of the uterus (thereby detracting from the penis effect) and that he
has not quite adopted what would become modern nomenclature (figs.
53-54).

Indeed, “vagina” or equivalent words (schiede, vagin) standing alone to

designate the sheath or hollow organ into which its appasite, the penis, fits
which the young are delivered only entered

4 1700. Other genital nomenclature also

caning. In a pornographic fantasy-
the author describes a

ad power over its male inhabitants through its

during coition and through
the European vernaculars aroun
became more specific and laden with m
travel book published in 1683, for example,
female-shaped island that h




Figs. 53-54. The various
disaggregated. The vagina
organ shown in Renassance Ulustrations. The clinoris,
effort is made to render the external pudenda as a fema
urerus is shown in relation to the kidneys an
William Cowper, The Anatomy of Hsomane B

parts of the female reproductive system and external genitaha are
15 opened so that it does not have the penislike effect of the closed

beft P, 15 shown scparately, and no
le foreskin as before. On the ﬁghl the

| their vascularure; the vagina i not shown. From
slae (1697

e

“soyl” and “mould” but definite

lv not through its sexual parts. Only the
pregnant belly and whar muyst

be the urethra—it is never named—get
specific references. Bur by the 1740s this erotic 1sland is replete with the

obvious modern genital landmarks: “the rwo forts called Lba™; “a me-
tropolis called Clers »27 Precisely during the intervening period, the hoary
Linguistic web in which words for womb and scrotum, penis and vagina,
prepuce and wvulva were entangled came unraveled. Whatever was there
before, our forebears felt no need o name. Whatever came later is inscp-
arable from the languages, largely scientific, through which it entered our
subjectivity, ;

Organs that had been common to both sexes—the testicles—came as
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a result of the discovery of sperm and egg to have each its own name and
to stand in synecdochal relationship to its respective sex. Sometime in the
cighteenth century “testicle” could stand alone to designate unambigu-
ously the male gonad; it no longer carries the modifiers “masculine™ or
“feminine.” “Ovary,” not “female stones™ or “testicle feminine,” came ro
designate its female equivalent. Moreover, the overtly political language
of some earlier anatomical descriptions— Zacchia’s description of a bene-
ficium of the clitoris as leading to a false diagnosis of hermaphrodism, for
cxample—gave way to the more clinical, organ-centered language of
nincteenth-century medicine: “spurious” hermaphrodism due to “abnor-
mal development or magnitude of the clitoris™ reads a heading in one
carly nineteenth-century encyclopedia.®®

The new relationship between generanon and sexual pleasure, and
hence the biological possibility of a passionless female, also had its origins
in the late eighteenth century. In the 1770s the famous experimentalist
Lazzaro Spallanzani succeeded in artificially inseminating a water spanicl,
which suggested that in a dog, at lcast, orgasm was not necessary for
conception.?® Syringes could not “communicate or meet with joy,” as a
Scottish doctor observed.? (The surgeon John Hunter had carlier used a
similar instrument to introduce the semen of a patient who suffered from
1 urethral defect into the vagina of the man’s wife. But since th.:_- proce-
dure took place after intercourse and with semen that had been ejaculated
at the usual time, if not place, the experiment proved lirtle about the role
of female orgasm in conception.®') . ) ,

Pregnancy from rape provides the limiting casc for a woman’s com.:f:ln'-
ing without pleasure or desire. Samuel Farr, in the Ihrsr ]C._Ea!'““fd"j"“"
text to be written in English (1785), argued that “without an SIEInRce
' real act, no conception can probably take

of lust, or enjoyment in the venc t "
: to have felt or whatever resist-

place”3 Whatever a woman might claim to ha : :
ance she might have put up, conception in itself tl:cnray'r:d desire or at FF':::
a sufficient measure of acquiescence for her to enjoy the venercal actt;' e
is a very old argument. Soranus had said in second-century F.ome tha

me 1 ; eIV the
50 ' ; forc e intercourse have conceived . . .
women who were forced to have in

bscured by men-

emotion of sexual appente existed in them rm._ht{r was O o
tal resolve,” and no one before the second half of l:hlL' mghtlcclnrtji& or ¢ : 7
nineteenth century questioned the physiological basis of this I:; gr::;:: F,m
The 1756 edition of Burn’s Justice of the Peace; m.:_st:nd;; quzn et
English magistrates, cites authorities back to the Instues
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the effect that “a woman can not conceive unless she doth consent” It
does, however, go on to point out that as a matter of law, if not of biol-
ogy, this doctrine is dubious.’ Another writer argued that pregnancy
ought to be taken as proof of acquiescence since the fear, terror, and
aversion that accompany a true rape would prevent an orgasm from oc-
curring and thus make conception unlikely. 3%

In practice it is doubtful whether these views had much effect on courts
of law:3® To begin with, some legal authorities held thar the maxim “it
can be no rape, if woman conceive with child” seemed not to form 2
law.37 Then, because of the difficuley in proving rape, and more generally
the common law’s leniency in matters of personal assault, only the most
egregious and repugnant rapes ever came to trial: attacks on young girls
or pregnant women, violations of mistresses by servants, cases in which
venereal disease was transmitted or the victim mutilated.?® In such in-
stances the niceties of whether orgasm occurred were probably not rele-
vant. Finally, the pregnancy defense was known not to be entirely reliable.
One doctor argued in 1823 that conception was possible even when in-
tercourse had been involuntary or with a man for whom the woman fel
repugnance because both states may lead to “so high a tone of constitu-
tional orgasm™ as to make ovulation possible. The orgasm in question
here—a turgescence of the reproductive organs—need not have been felt
or desired for it to do its work, 39

But by the 1820s the medical doctrines upon which legal definitions
o mps were based had changed dramatically. The view that rape was

century edition of Burn quoted above was
tion of whether conception ruled oy rape

‘srat(i:d unequivocally that the notion was a’
ing if “any whose education and intellect

Vague on the scientific ques-
its ninctccndxmﬂtry Version
bsurd, that it would be surpris-
it. Whatever the vulgar ooy Ter 0" 10 those of an old

: ; ever the vulgar rnjght have bel od—and. 5
suggested earlier, ordinary : 1ev
scribe i a deep, inarticulagh T <, " BNt Very well have continued to sub-
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braced the hypothesis, which remained controversial for another century,
that women could ovulate independently of intercourse. The point is
rather that women could experience the tension of sexual intercourse and
even orgasm, in the nineteenth-century sense of the word as a turgescence
or pressure, without any concomitant sensation. The ovarian system, in
other words, could work not only withour the influence of the conscious
self but without any phenomenal sign. “Physical constraint . . . sufficient
to induce the required state”™ was all the ovaries needed.*!

Even in the late eighteenth century, some writers had said that there
was no relationship berween the erogenous qualities of the external fe-
male genitalia and the serious work that went on within. One argued that
the “lascivious susceptibility” of the external organs was materially useless
to generation; another noted the “organization of the vagina for the pur-
pose of exciting titillation and pleasure” only to follow this obscrvation
with the non sequitur that “it can and does accommodate itself to what-
ever size is necessary closely to embrace the penis in the act of copula-
tion42 A major obstetrics textbook remarked casually that it would not
dwell on the clitoris and other external organs because they were irrele-
vant to midwifery.#* So, even if doctors in these and many similar texts
did not directly address the question of whether women l'ljad sexual ﬁ::tl—
ings or experienced orgasm, they considered these sensations as contin-
gent to the order of things. No longer necessary for conception, they
became something that women might or might not have, something to
be doggedly and inconclusively debated rather than, as had been the casc

for so long, taken for granted. . :
And we must not take for granted the terms in which science df:ﬁned
the new sexes. It claimed that the body provided a solid FDundﬂFlﬂ[l, a
causal locus, of the meaning of male or female. The trouble here lies not
with the empirical truth or falsity of specific biological views bur with the
interpretive strategy itsclf. Sexual difference no more followed from anat-
omy after the scientific revolution than it did in the world of one sex.

The aporia of biology
The aesthetics of anatomical difference. Anatomy, and nature as we kn:w ;!;
more generally, is obviously not pure fact, unadu]rcral.ted ':!!:ry ;mnl:;.gt ;n]v
convention, but rather a richly complicated construction :5 b
on observation, and on a varicty of social and cultural constrain
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practice of science, but on an aesthetics of rcprc&cntat!'ﬂn as wcl] F.”
from being the foundations for gender, the male and female bodies in
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century anatomy books are themselves ami-
facts whose production is part of the history of their epoch.

This is not to say, as we have scen in Chapter 3, that an anatomy text
or illustration cannot be judged more or less accurate. There is progress
in anatomy. There are bounds to the scientific imagination. Vesalius was
wrong in depicting the rete mirabele in humans, although his eagerness to
sec it is understandable within the context of Galenic physiology. There
are normally no holes in the septum of the heart as Renaissance anato-
mists thought, although again it is not difficult to see how a patent fora-
men ovales, present in a quarter of cases, and the myriad spaces berween
the trabeculae carneae that anchor the valves might not be mistaken for
vents between the right and left sides. The ovaries are structurally dissim-
ilar from the testicles, although not so much in their gross surface ap-
pearance as the early texts would have it

But all anatomical illustrations, historical and contemporary, are ab-
stractions; they are maps to a bewildering and infinitely varied reality.
Representations of features that pertain especially to male or female, be-
cause of the enormous social consequences of these distinctions, are most
obviously dictated by art and culture. Like maps, anatomical illustrations
foculs attention on a particular feature or on a particular set of spatial
relationships. To fulfill their function they assume a point of view—they
;}‘-'Sl]"l‘:‘:rssﬂn’:; mfﬁ and exclude others; thc!'.' strip away the plenum
icant variation.s”arhat i O fat, connective KERAS: S g

are not dignified with names or individual identitics.

They situate the body in relation to death, or to




Fig. 55. Photograph of the uterus and
ovaries from above, using embalmed
material.

century have chosen to deemphasize; nor conversely are cighteenth-
century illustrations (figs. 51-54) more correct because they do not em-
phasize this relationship. One could (figs. 28—29) produce a Renaissance
look-alike from modern plates.

But the extent of interpretation inherent in any anatomical illustration
is evident in less controversial contexts. Consider, for example, fig. 55, a
photograph of the uterus and ovaries from above and in front. It is in no
sense “ideological,” but it is enormously selective. There is no blood or
other fluid in the picture; most of the far and connective tissue has b-EI:Il'I
stripped away; the body in which the organ resided is scarcely in evi-
dence: the tone is cool and neutral. Contrast this to two drawings of the
same subject. The first (fig. 56), prepared to illustrate what was w_mn?;ly
believed to be a human cgg, looks almost like a Caspar David Friedrich
landscape. Shaded valleys furrow the broad ligaments of the uterus; ﬂ_ic
trumpets of the Fallopian tubes look like exotic flowers growing out ofa
bank of billowing clouds. The second (fig. 57) is from a modern text and
is in the tradition of schemartic, almost architectural drawing introduced

by the great German anatomist Jacob Henle, to show only particular fea-

tures of an organ, salient for the occasion. There is almost no sha!:lmg or
is detached and scientific;

sense of texture; the tone, as in the photograph, iR ;

no affect mars its supposed objectivity; there is no sense of 1ts hcl‘ng the
organ of an individual. The final illustration of the same organ (hg. 58)
operates at an even greater level of abstraction. Here is a blueprint, Edrawt'g
to show a specific feature of the structure in quesnon with no ¢ nrtl ;
situate it further, as if the organ were a machine. I do not wgm to rrt:aj?_
tain that these pictures are ideological in that they overtly chs_tnrtl f] :::t
vation in the interest of one pﬂ]irical position or another. 1 simply W
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Fig. 56. (above, left) A richly rexrured drawing of the
uterus, Fallopian rubes, and ovaries from an 1817 is-
sue of Plnlosoplncal Transactions (no. 107). Note the
way structures seem to flap in the wind and how ¢had-
ing creates a dramatic effect

Fig. 57. (above, right} A modem, considerably less
claborated, and more abstract drawing of the struc-
tures scen in fig. 56

Fig. 58. (left) A modern schematic drawing of the
uterus, ovaries, and Fallopian rubes

to point out what is already well established in the criticism of high art:
pictures are the product of the social activity of picture making and bear
the complex marks of their origins.

Still, anatomical tlustrations that claim canonical status, that announce
ﬂ?mlsclvc:s o represent the human €yc or the female skeleton, are more
.dlmc,d:"' implicated in the culture producing them. Idealist anatomy, like
idealism generally, must postulate 3 transcendent norm. Bur there is ob-

s N, and therefore any represen-
basis of certain culrurally and
ideal, what best illustrates the truc
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case of every feature as male. All the surface anatomy is demonstrated by
male, though curiously unmuscular, subjects and th:rch]f belies whatever
objective claim one might want to make for the advantages of the male
body in illustrating surface articulations. Even the schematically drawn
cleavage lines that divide thorax from abdomen and the n‘iarkings'[o show
the course of blood vessels are shown on a male model; the hands in
various stages of dissection are all male hands; the distribution of cuta-
neous nerves are shown on the schemaric drawing of a man. It is simply
assumed that the human body is male. The female body is presented only
to show how it differs from the male.**

Samuel Thomas von Soemmerring, who produced one of two compet-
ing canonical illustrations of the female skeleton in the nineteenth cen-
tury, was more straightforward in articulating his principles of sclection.
The anatomically normal was for him, as for much anatomy in the idealist
tradition, the most beautiful. An anatomist was thus engaged in the same
deeply serious task as a painter: to render the human form, and nature
generally, in accord with the canons of art. In his comment on his illustra-
tion of the eye, Soemmerring argues:

t all works of art representing the

Just 2s, on the one hand, we assume tha
COIrect

human body and claiming ideal beauty for themselves must needs be
of view, so, on the other hand, should we as readily

from an anaromic point
s anatomically as a normal

expect that everything that the dissecror describe
structure must needs be exceptionally beautiful.**

Like the distinguished anatomist Bernard Albinus, who cm:nsglcd his
colleagues to be like artists who “draw a handsome facv:,ﬁand if rh_crc
happens to be a blemish in it, they mend it in the picture,” buirryncrrmg
promised to avoid anything in his representations rhat_ was “distorted,
dried. shriveled. tomn or dislocated.”# Anything that failed to mect the
highest aesthetic standards was banished from his representations Or_"hf
body: the grand tradition of Sir Joshua Reynolds® prescriptions t0 Patt-
ers in his Discosrses was mirrored in the seemingly alien world of scientific
ilustration. .

Soemmerring was dissatisfied with the d’Arconville/Sue female skele-
ton, the only alternative available in the 1790s, and s mdnsmsﬂ:rcrﬂ
alternative based on the highest standards of mbslen-auon an %:‘ i oinie
judgment. Finding no skeleton in his cullcc:ion suitable, h.c rﬂcqurm]. to
of a m'cnr}'-}'ca:vﬂ]d glﬂ of proven fernininity {shf had given 3
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this skeleton he apparently appended the well-known skull, from Johann
Friedrich Blumenbach’s collection, of a Georgian woman. He then went
to great lengths to determine the appropriate pose, secking the advice of
artists and connoisseurs; he posed live models; and eventually he com-
pared his product with the Venus de Medici and the Venus of Dresden.
The canonical skeleton had to seem plausible as the foundation of the
canonical female form.

All of this bears an uncanny resemblance ro Albertis account of the
Athenian painter Xeuxis (fifth century B.C.):

He thought that he would not be able to find so much beauty as he was
looking for in a single body, since it was not given to a single one by nature.
He chose, therefore, the five most beautiful young girls from the youth of
the land in order to draw from them whatever beauty is praised in women.
He was a wise painter.*

Thus the making of the female skeleton, or indeed of any ideal represen-
tation, is an exercise in a culturally bound aesthetic. ﬂmd; as it happened,
Soemmerring’s beauty failed to meet the political standards of its day; the
d’ﬂrlmnviﬂcf.'iuc skeleton triumphed. Why? According to the Scots ana-
tomust John Barclay, “although it is more graceful and elegant and sug-
gclsted by men of eminence in modelling, sculpture and painting, it con-
Ehurcs_ nmhifng to the comparison which is intended.™*® The missed
mparison ot course was between men 2 i 1 is-
ta!m of which Soemmerring stood acu:u::; “;;_T::s piston i
with sufficient specificiry
the bones of sexual diffe
hended the point,
George Stubbs’s ren

t failure to represent
the female pelvis, the most significant sign in
rence. To be sure that his readers fully compre-
{l:ar_cla}' reproduced Albinus’ male skeleton with

ering of the musculature of a horse i back-
gm;n%h and the Sue skclclfﬂn of the female with a skeletal Dsrl:'l?dt‘.h::bﬂhﬂg
on. ¢ iconography of the horse was transparent in a world in which

: "‘““1“ female, and its lung neck must have been an allu-
ch:lracrcristicajjy long neck of
ness,” their lack of passion.

¢na in which representation of

women bore

witness to their low = i
’ amativ
Anatomic i

al science was thus itself the ar
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sexual difference foughr for ascendancy. The manifest anatomical differ-
ences between the sexes, the body outside of culture, is known only
through highly developed, culturally and historically bound paradigms,
hoth scientfic and aesthetic. The notion that scientific advance alone,
pure anatomical discovery, could account for the extraordinary late
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century interest in sexual dimorphism is not
simply empirically wrong—it is philosophically misguided.

Embryogenesis and the Galenic bomolggies. A stranger surveying the land-
scape of mid-nineteenth-century science might well suspect that incom-
mensurable sexual difference was created despite, not becausc of, new
discoveries. Careful studies of fetal development would give credence not
to new differences but to old androgynics, grounded this tme not in
myth or metaphysics but in nature. It had been known since the cigh-
teenth century, for example, that the clitoris and the penis were of similar
embryological origin. An carly nineteenth-century textbook on forensic
medicine, in a section on hermaphrodism and the difficulties of telling
the sex of newborns, points out that at birth the clitoris “is often larger
than the penis, and has frequently given risc to mistakes.” The writer cites
the Memoirs de PAcademy Royal des Sciences de Paris for 1767 to the effect
that the seemingly disproportionate number of male miscarriages in the
third and fourth months is due to the size of the clitoris in female em-
bryos and the resulting confusion of sexual identification. (The error is
understandable, as fig. 59 suggests.) More generally the triumph in em-
bryology, during the first thirty years of the ninet::enth_cfnruf‘fr ‘F’F cp1-
genesis (the view that compiicat-::d organic structures arise from su:npltr
undifferentiated ones rather than from preformed entities inherent in the
sperm or the egg) would seem to undermine root and branch difference.
Science revealed an embryo in which the Wolffian duct, named after Kas-
par Friedrich Wolff, was destined to become the male g—::niral tract, alnd
the Mullerian ducts, after Johannes Miiller, would become the Fallopian
tubes and the ovaries. Unril about the eighth week, the two SEructures
coexist. Furthermore, it was known h\ the middle of the nincteenth (.rﬂl'l:
tury that the penis and the clitors, the labia and the scrotum, the cn:rh y
and the testes, begin from one and the same embryonic SETuCTure. of
scrotal sac, for example, is a modification of the labia majora, & versm:} =
the embryonic labiscrotal swelling in which the lips grow Eﬂfﬁg;l:lrr tl:aﬂ
over, and join along the scrotal raphe.®° Here. even more poWeritiy
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Fig. 59. At 40-55 mm in length, around two and a half months into gestation, the male and
female genitalia are almost indistinguishable. Gradually, after the third or fourth moath, it be-

come easier to tell the sexes aparr. Drawing by Frank Netter, CIRA Callection of Medscal [llwstra-

Troms.

in the early coexisting two ducts, the old Galenic homologies seem o
find new resonance. Modern representations of the development of the

A remarkable resemblance to Vesalius’ or Leonar-
charts of genital embryology seem faith-
-ommon embryological origins of various male
very different political climate of the 1980s. has
rsion of ancient thought. One psychoanalyst in
the vagina for its eroric and indeed crectile func-
of what he calls “dlitorocentricity,” marshals con-

and female organs, in the
engendered a modern ve
an efforr to rehabilitare
tions, after two decades
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siderable evidence for the homology of male and female ejaculanon.
There are, he says, immunohistochemical homologies between the secre-
tions of the male prostate and the female paraurethral glands, strucrures
whose common roots in the embryonic urogenital sinus have been
known since the nineteenth century. In fact, as he points cut, the secre-
tory glands that empty into the female urethra were known as prostates
in both sexes until in 1880 they took the name of A. J. C. Skene, who
extensively investigated them.! Thus a vast scientific literature—indeed,
embryological investigation was the glory of nineteenth-century descrip-
tive biology—provided a great repertory of new discoveries, which, far
from destroving old homologies, could well have strengthened them. My
point, however, is not to argue that scientific advances did somehow give
greater credence to the ancient model. New cultural imperatives of inter-
pretation simply had a larger field out of which to construct, or not con-
struct, a biology of sexual difference.

Sperm and ggg. The claim by Harvey in 1651 that all life comes from an
egg: the subsequent announcement by de Graaf in 1672 that he had dis-
covered the ovarian follicle that was thoughr to be, or to cunta_i_r_i, that
egg; and the revelation by Leuwenhock and Hartsoeker, also in the
16705, that semen contained millions of little animalcules: all this Bo—
to provide, in the microscopic generative products, an ifnag,lnal:n-'c:ly con-
vincing synecdoche for two sexes. The vaginal secretions that had for
millennia been taken to be a thin, cooler, less perfect version ofrh-:r male
ciaculate turned out to be something entirely different: “since the discov-
ervofthe egg . . . that Liquor which has been taken by all preceding ﬁg:g
for the Seed in [women], is found to be only a mucous Mattt[, Trﬂh
from the Glands of the Vagina.” For a time it sccrnec!, in fact, a;; alz
newly discovered egg would detract “much from the dignity of the Asle
sex” since it “furnish’d the matter of the Ferus,” while the male only “ac
tuated it” But then Anton van Leuwenhock discovered th?t the [i?:g
ejaculate was not just a thick liquid seed: “by the help of hu,;l Exr?il:;cu.
icroscope - . . [he] detected [nnumerable small Animals l:d d:at i
line sperm, and by this Noble Discovery, at once removed i
culey™S? Sperm and egg could now stand for man and womar;
nity was restored. . r )
Social sex thus projected downward nto biﬂlﬂg‘lial sex ajzi:ll:re ;:E,l; ;g
the microscopic generative products themselves. Very qUIcRL
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came to be seen as a merely passive nest or trough where the boy or girl
person, compressed in each animalcule, was fartened up before birth. Fer-
tilization became a miniaturized version of monogamous marnage, where
the animalcule/husband managed to get through the single opening of
the egg/wife, which then closed and “did not allow another worm
enter.”53 [n other words, old distinctions of gender now found their basis
in the supposed facts of life.
Moreover, the discoveries of egg and sperm marked the beginning of
a long research program to find sexual reproduction everywhere. Fora
time it succeeded in doing just that. Whether one believed thar the egg
or the sperm contained the new life already preformed, or that each con-
tributed elements toward the epigenetic development of succeeding gen-
erations, sexual reproduction and the nature of sexual difference domi-
nated thinking about generation.5%
Very quickly sex also filtered down from animals to plants. The pistl,
a word from the Latin pistillisem (pestle), became an unlikely name for the
seed-bearing ovary. The stamen—actually the anther at its end—from
which the pollen emanates, became the botanical penis. Instantly plants
were gendered, and sex was assimilated to culture: “hence it seems ra-
tlﬂn_‘al to denote these apices by a more noble name and attribute to them
the importance of masculine sexual organs; it is there that the semen, the
T e e o e e i
came the basis for Limlacu:‘:’h Urth_t ; [ ‘_hc- SEIN By pl.mp "
tigation found sexual produ i L]'J.SSIhu:a[”rF. i Furm“.m‘.ﬂ.
in the 1830s SPCl‘mamI:na ﬁ;::ts LTP A0 rwn the Imr_1g w{}rld.; Depeng
Eroup excepe Tnfisoria. Th ‘;"‘WP!?, were located in every invertebrate
viewing sexual diﬂ‘erl:n;:t: as D: '"‘";‘i’;"d’:w“?}fdffﬂ i mwd s bc right in
ture, an unbridgeable chasm bc:: Rt o T ecncxl GRA—
™ not of the Pythagorean opposites but

of ilscilt'epmdoxéctive germs themselves and the organs that produced them.
turned out, however, the new discoveries were of only fitful util

ity. In the first place, the immediate, promiscuous projection of gender

onto sex in Linnaeys’
sexual system made ey porari

) even .
The group of plants classed as s s

Monoecia, meaning « " 2
name and » Meaning “one house,” took its
the same ;;ir“ﬂct{:hr i rJ‘n:_Fm that “Husbands live with their wives in
R, ‘1:11: have different beds [leaves]” The class P olygamia
riages wi ¥ requal Polygamy.” was scen to “consist of many mar-

ges with promiscuous Intercourse »s7 i of many s
= m mhl -
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dered at its core that in his own day Linnaeus’ raxonomy seemed quite
indecent.

Furthermore, even in humans and other creatures in which egg and
sperm were understood to be the distinct products of different sexes, the
meanings of the terms were in constant flux. There was, in other words,
no consensus as to what sperm and egg actually were or did, until the
tumn of the nineteenth century.3® The synecdochic imagination was thus
unfettered by the supposed discovery of distinctive generative products;
the incommensurability of the sexes rested uneasily on microscopic bod-
ies whose significance was much debated. Preformationists were unevenly
divided between a majority who were ovists and a minority of animalcul-
ists. The choice between them was often ideological: among the main
arguments against the animalculists was that God would never have de-
vised so profligate a system that millions of preformed humans had to die
in each ejaculation so that one might, on occasion, find food for growth
in the egg. Insofar as observation had anything to do with theory—
Haller, for example, was in part converted to preformationism and partic-
ularly to ovism because he thought that he could trace the continuity of
the membranes of a chick embryo’s intestines from the membranes of the
yolk sac—gender played little role.® S

So, even if some contemporaries spoke of the respectve dignities of
male and female being reflected in the two respective preformationist
theories, the debate was really on different grounds. And in fact neither
ovism nor animalculism suggested a world of two sexes but rathlcr a
world of no sex at all. Both bespoke parthenogenic rtpr(?d}lmuﬂ: F1d1e;
the egg contained the new life and the sperm Was just a living version d?
the glass rod that could make frog eggs develop on their OWE, O =
sperm contained the new life and the egg was just a food basket. Technic
developments in the explosively developing stu . 4
dcm‘li:r:d the supposuf ubiquity of sexual reproduction. Cha ejes ?:n[;
net’s proof in 1745 that aphids reproduced by parthenogencsi B i
coined by the great comparative anatomist Richard OWEL 2 "0 " )
the first step in finding that the development of unfertilize eEEh aght
sexually mature females was far more widespread thets fox et ti:m of
possible. Abraham Trembley’s demonstration, at about the _53112 ;ussi::ms
the regenerative powers of hydra had general WPETCUS_SIST u':l Dl ile:
not only of sexuality but of generation at the Hieaes ﬂf enerations
velopments and tendencics—the discovery of alternation 08

dv of g:m:raticm also un-
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in 1842 and the increasing interest in hermaphroditic reproduction—
also tended to push eighteenth-century models of universal sexual repro-
duction, insofar as such models existed, to the sidelines.®

I do not want to rehearse the long history of sperm-or-cgg but only to
point out that the gender claims made on their behalf were constantly
being undermined by these sorts of controversies.® Until the 1850s
itwas unclear whether sperm merely stirred the semen—a wormlike mix-
master—stimulated ovulation, touched the egg, or actually penetrated it.
The conceprual triumph of cell theory and advances in microscopy and
staining finally allowed Oskar Hertwig, in 1876, to demonstrate that the
sperm did indeed penetrate the egg and that the actual joining of the egg
and sperm nuclei was fertilization. (As I said, this seemed to provide an
unassailable microscopic model for incommensurable sexual difference,
until a move to the molecular, DNA level made it all less clear again. )
Well into the twentieth century, the debate continued on whether all or
only some of the nuclear material blended.

For much of the period under discussion here, the role and nature of
the sperm remained obscure. Spallanzani had proven in the late cigh-
teenth century that no amount of vapor from semen would fertilize frog
¢ggs, that Harvey’s awra seminalis was insufficient to cause the female
mold to produce tadpoles, and that increasing filtrations of semen even-
tually rcndenl:;?] it impotent. He showed that naked male frogs mounting
;if;ﬂ:if fff:::: :jr cggs but that frogs wearing little taffeta trousers
their luéicmus b w::_? c:m B ﬁllﬂ'l(']'.rmm1 P Midu{c -
female frog in lf: act c-fPD ::jt EHE nad previously shown—by killing 2
her did not develo L TRy SR Anc ting that'the cggs sull inside

: P while those that had been in contact with the s
were fertile—that the cggs were fertilized i d
zed outside the body.) Despite all

sexes. The choice P germ substances was to thinking about two

philosophical rather than enae 0" 27 Cpigenesis was made on

mpirical grounds
51-113}"?& 7o part. Albrecht von Haller cﬁ;}ércd i;mb:: i ok on
© Interpretation of this or thar Piece of data—indeed they generally
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talked right by cach other—burt on basic issues in the philosophy of sci-
ence: a mechanistic, Newtonian preformationism in which embryological
development works out God’s plan as against a rationalist, somewhat
more vitalist epigenesis in which matter was not merely inert substance
to be worked upon by God’s laws.

Among epigenesists, a major figure like Buffon could still write in the
cadences of the old biology of generation, as if nothing had happened,
almost a century after the discovery of sperm and egg: “the female has a
seminal liquor which commences to be formed in the testicles” and that
“the seminal liquors are both [male and female] extracts from all parts of
the body, and in the mixture of them there is everything necessary to form
2 certain number of males and females.” The point is not that Buffon was
wrong in his theories of pangenesis or right, for the wrong reasons, that
there is a “moule intérieur” in the particles of male and female “semen”
which organize matter into organic structures.®® Rather I want to suggest
that in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and indeed today, at any
given point of scientific knowledge a wide variety of contradictory cul-
tural claims about sexual difference are possible. Pierre de Maupertuis,
one of the major opponents of preformationism—he belicved that atoms
amanged one another according to some plan—in 1756 was still writing,
15 had Democritus in ancient Greece, about orgasm: “it is that moment,
s0 rich in delight, which brings to life a new being”¢* Neither the e
of scientific knowledge nor its “correctmess” restrains the poetry written
in its name.

But even if Maupertuis or other eighteenth- . :
scientists had arrived at what we consider to be the correct interpretation
of the data at hand, observation and experiment would still not have cre-
ated a metaphor for maleness or femaleness. Translating facts about re-
production into “facts” about sexual difference is precisely the cultural

sleight of hand I want to expose.

and ninetcenth-century

rance of ana-
ptions fucled
, involved

The ovary and the nasure of woman. The most egregious Ins
tomical aporia, and the clearest case in which cultural assum
a research tradition whose results in turn confirmed thos¢ 1.-'16‘:-“5. g
the ovary, “Propter solum ovarium mulier est id quod est .{ﬂ 3 DEV}:
because of the ovary that woman is what she is), wrote the French ph

sici ' . e before there would be any
£ Schile Chassen in 1844, 00y V™2 5 woman'’s life. Here 152

evidence for the real importance of the organ in
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synecdochic leap to incommensurability that would in any circumstances
be unsupportable.5s But it is particularly ironic because the large role of
the ovary in the biological lives of women—though certainly not making
woman “what she is”—was finally established in the late nineteenth cen-
tury by assuming that which was yet to be proven and using it as .ju.m'ﬁ-
cation for the surgical removal of histologically normal ovaries. Bilateral
ovariotomy—the removal of healthy ovaries—made its appearance in the
early 1870s and became an instant success to cure a wide variety of “be-
havioral pathologies™: hysteria,* excessive sexual desires, and more mun-
dane aches and pains whose origins could not be shown to lic elsewhere.
(The procedure was also called in German “die castration der Frauen,.” in
French “castration chez la femme,” or eponymously “Battey’s or Hegar's
operation™ after Robert Battey and Alfred Hegar, the American and Ger-
man surgeons who popularized it. It should be distinguished from what
were usually called ovariotomies, the removal of cancerous or cystic ova-
ries for therapeutic reasons that would be regarded as medically sound
today. The number of these operations also grew dramatically, as indeed
did the number of all operations in the late nineteenth century, especially
after the acceptance of Lister’s aseptic techniques.®”)

Removing healthy ovaries in the hope of curing so-called failures of
femininity went a long way toward producing the data from which the
organ’s functions could be understood. The dependence of menstruation
on the ovary, for example, was shown by

the ovarian follicle produced heatlike,
and that removal

assuming that the swelling of
CSIrous symproms in some women
; of the organ would therefore halt such sexual excesses.

There is a further irony in all of this because the operation both as-
sumes and does not assume incommensurable sexual difference; it pur-
POrts to create women who both are and are not more like men than they
were befgrc the procedure. The name itself, female castration, sumfﬂ-ﬁ
the old view that the ovaries are female testicles, much like the male’s. But
doctors were quick to deny that ovariotomy was anything like castration
in its psychological and social effects. There pi
to fig. 60 in which roles are switched, in whi
!1and, seen poised over
inconceivably yet, wom
There was no male cas
few rare and quite speci
of the prostate. While

ch instead of men, scalpel in
the prostrate body of a woman. men (or more
cn;J SUrgeons are preparing to castrate a man.
tration, no removal of healthy testes, except in a
fic instances for criminal insanity or to treat cancer
the female gonad was assumed, like its male coun-
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Fig. 60. Three male surgeons, ¢ 1

ot

880, performing an ovarictomy on a patient with a large

EkRaw

terpart, to have profound effects on various parts of the

were not testicles in any culrural or met

aplmrical sense in the minds of

15 that the ova-

body so that if she
rated males would

mlcm:-pausal av
abour the effects

body, ovaries

testicles, were

version of the

o SIOP men-

yual characteristics

ing the ovarics

more like what the opera-
Extirpating the female

Jarionship berween an
berween the ovary

was ideological

what removing
ari-

o

i the overwhelmingly male medical profession. They, unlike
ot not Sacrosanct.

0 Yet the theoretical justification for “femnale castration” W
i rics. a woman’s “stones” (once understood as a cooler
5 testes), were in fact the master Organs of the female

¢ lost them she would become more malelike, just as cast

14 become more femalelike. Ovariotomy did cause womecn
14 struating and did effect other changes in secondary s¢

5 that made them more like men. On the other hand, remov
12 also made a woman more womanly, or at least

s tion's proponents thought women ought to be.

gt organs exorcised the organic demons of unladvlike behavior.
pt All of this speculation about the synecdochic re

ar organ and a person—a womarn is her ovaries—or even

1 and some obscrvable phx'ainhagwa] or anatomical change
(! hot air. Up to the late nineteenth century no one knew
o the ovaries would do. (Even today the effects of pos

o otomy are not well understood.) Far more was known
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middle of the nineteenth century for the function of the ovary in the
reproductive physiology of women remains slight.

The rise of “justifiable™ ovariotomy after 1865—mostly for cysts, tu-
mors, or other obvious pathologies—began to provide some quasi-
experimental evidence for the ovary’s functions, but since the workings
of a healthy organ could not in many cases be reliably deduced from the
effects of excising its diseased counterpart, such material was less than
conclusive. Though an authoritative German handbook argues that there
were s0 many cases on record attesting to the connection between the
ovary and menstruation that further cases were scarcely worth noting, it
still refers to Bischoff’s by now forty-year-old citations of Roberts and
Pott (whose report itself had by then been around for a century). More-
over, it proceeds to note that considerable weight was currently being
placed on instances of menstruation continuing after removal of the ova-
ries and that, should a recent attack on such evidence prove inconclusive,
one might have to reconsider whether the intimate relationship postu-
lated between the uterus and the ovary had not been exaggerated.” In
1882 a French handbook cites both new material and much older evi-
dence which suggested that the role of the ovary in rrmmFmatic-n and
indeed in the whole reproductive cycle might well be as passive as that of
the uterus.™ )

No one bothered to adduce age-old practical experience with oopho-
tectomy in animals before 1873 when, a year after Battey began to ad-
vocate removal of the ovaries for various neurotic ills, a French physician
remarked that in cows and pigs in which the operation was “commonly
done during the first two months of life, the uterus ceases to grow and

its volume remains stationary.”7# In short, when Battey andl Hegar bcg:m
1d at the height of popular belief in the life-

removing healthy ovaries, and . i
dﬂcnﬂhﬁﬂg role of the organ, almost nothing was known _oF its function
in women and no effort had been made to cxplon: what hr?lc veterinary
experience existed. Here is a question not of the indeterminacy of ana-
tomical and physiological knowledge but of willful ignorance. 2

Twenty years and the removal of tlmusands_of' healthy mranes] mmi
some of the assumptions on which the operation had been E;: i
finally rested on experimental evidence. It was Alfred P{cg:;mpcan o
guished professor of gynecology at Freiburg and the matfr‘i o
vocate of female castration, who brought the Iwmdom_n ge o
farmers together with his own clinical practice. Curious to
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Fig. 61. Alfred Hegar’s “first illustration of castrare atrophy of the utcrus ever published ™

Not to be deterred in his quest for knowledge, Hegar went back to the

of cutting our a sow’s ovaries. He then
sought out 5 Sc&w::'maﬂcbmﬁer, “a cutter of pigs,” whose basic technique,
It turned out, wag indistinguishable from that of his Greek predecessor,
though from 4 nineteenth-century bourgeois perspective much more dis.

gusurlzg. The man took our 3 dirty knife, made a TWo-centimeter incision,

nd the ovaries, tubes, and ligaments. and cut
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them out. He then sewed up the incision with a needle and thread drawn
from his “evil-smelling™ trousers. (It has never been clear to me why, with
such an exquisite sense of dirt and propriety, the idea of aseptic H-Lll'gtr}’
did not occur to Hegar and his contemporaries in the decade before
Lister. Hegar, by his own account, lost a third of his patients to scpsis.)

Having watched the pig cutter at work, Hegar tried the operation him-
self. He bought two female piglets and proceeded to remove both ovaries
from one and only one from the other. When they had grown to marturity,
he had them butchered and found thart the completely spayed pig showed
dramaric aplasia of the uterus, a uterus of infant size. He made a drawing
of this specimen, had it engraved, and proudly published it as the “first
illustration of castrate atrophy of the uterus ever published.”” One need
not deride the genuine contribution to knowledge that Hegar’s experi-
ments represents in order to condemn him, Battey, or other doctors for
the mutilations they practiced in the name of therapy. The important
that they were driven by a particular vision
of woman to regard the ovary as the source of illnesses whose origins lay
more in culture than in the body, but rather that they subscribed to an
epistemology that regarded anatomy as the foundation for a stable world
of two incommensurable sexes. Ovaries were removed not bCC_Jusc mc.}'
made women what they were, nor even just because of ph}rsicmﬂs' anfi-
feminism, but because .sumn: doctors took literally the sywaccnlﬂchts they
had invented. Ironically their practices did yield new knowledge about
the ovaries’ physiological functions. But their symbolic role, their func-
tion as a sign of difference, was untouched by progress.

point, however, is not simply

Orgasm and sexual difference

On May 15, 1879, Mabel Loomis Todd—later the lover of ]:‘_mily Dick-
inson’s brother—carried out an extraordinarily precise experiment. .Hﬂr
hypothesis was that she would be fecund only at the moment of climax
because afterwards her womb would close off, and “no fluid could rc:ltfh
the fruitful point.” To test this proposition she allowed herself, Shf: ;i'-‘?rli:
“to receive the precious fluid at least six or eight moments .a&cT my : fnd
est point of enjoyment had passed and when 11\\35 Pfrfﬁffdl}' m;]rcndv
satisfied.” She got up and, since all of her ]msF:-.md 5 sCITen h.luagi bnrﬁ
escaped, considered herself vindicated; their daughter Millicent,

nine months later, prm'ed her wrong.

1
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Mabel Todd was very wrong. Unlike questions of anatomy and sexual
difference, the question of whether women can conceive without or-
gasm—however culturally desirable “passionlessness™ might be—can be
definitively answered. So can the question of whether female orgasm
closes off the womb. Empirical evidence can address even more compli-
cated and problematic marters: whether women generally have orgasms
during intercourse, or whether they have strong sexual—I mean here
heterosexual—drives at all.” But, though science certainly articulated
new views about female passionlessness as part of the making of two
sexes, it provided only inconclusive and fragmentary evidence on orgasm
until the early twentieth century, more than a century after the abandon-
ment of the universally held view linking orgasm to generation and
women to passion. New information, much less a coherent new paradigm
in reproductive biology, did not render ancient wisdom out of date. (I
will show, in some technical detail, that nothing about the discovery of
the ovaries or their functions required major revisions in the physiology
of pleasure and conception. Readers willing to accept this without elab-
orate documentation might want only to skim this section, especially the
pages on the corpus luteum.)

De Graaf’s careful dissections, which established that “female testicles
should rratl'n:r be called ovaries™ inadvertently strengthened the link be-
fween intercourse and female “emission” because they showed that in
rabbits the ﬁ.‘ll.l.l(flt$, which de Graaf took to be eggs, “do not exist at all
E]mes ;nﬁzl:i;cst:;ici ?;‘c females; on the contrary, they are only detected in
s r mlsm-e o Gthcr_ubsen-crx for at least the next century and

» t ovulation occurred only as a result of intercourse,

which simply by the nature of things had to be pleasurable: “if those parts

of Ifhe pudcnduntm [the clitoris and labia] had not been supplied with such

months” De Graaf’s was the stan

his views on the fema!c ¢jaculate: instead of being understood as weaker,

A trued as an egg in its surrounding lig-

ain, especially in the human species, because
regnant women so seldom occur™® One had
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to take the cases when they came along and make up a narrative as best
one could.

Albrecht von Haller, for example, one of the giants of cighteenth-
century biological science, simply projected male sexual experience onto
women. He did this not because he had any particular interest in main-
taining the skewed symmetry of the Galenic model, but because the anal-
ogy of the sexually aroused woman to the sexually aroused man seemed
so commonsensical:

When a woman, invited either by moral love, or a lustful desire of pleasure,
admits the embraces of the male, it excites a convulsive constriction and
artrition of the very sensible and tender parts, which lic within the conti-
guity of the external opening of the vagina, after the same manncr as we
observed before of the male.

The clitoris grows erect, the nymphac swell, venous blood flow is cﬂn—
stricted, and the external genitalia become turgid; the system works “to
raise the pleasure to the highest pirch.” A small quantity of lpbr1cat}ng
mucus is expelled in this process but, more important, “by increasing
the heights of pleasure, [it] causes a greater conflux of blood to r:‘tlc \_vhnln:
genital system of the female,” resulting in an “important alteration in the
interior parts.” Female erection, inside and out. The uterus bcc-::-umcs hard
with inflowing blood; the Fallopian tubes engorge and grow SE as to
apply the ruffle or fingered opening of the tube to rl:: ovary. T ﬂ?,; ;t
the moment of murual orgasm, the “hot male semen™ acting .an e
ready excited system causes the extremity of the tube to stretch st

ther uni, “surrounding and compressing the ovarium in frve
gress, [it] presses out and swallows a mature ovum. 11€ uld probably

egg, Haller points out finally to his learned readers, who WO s
have read this torrid account in the urigma_] Latin, “is not ig ol
withour great pleasure to the mother, nor without an exquis s
able sensation of the internal parts of the tube, threatening amariﬂ gy
fuinting fit to the future mother.®! The evidence for thw;;sr in 1716,
scanty, but there is some in the literature. r’!-ﬂ English iizztc d and pur-
for example, dissected a woman who had just bﬁ:;':l” aaci investigat-
portedly found one tube “clasped around the mﬂaﬁm «she had enjoyed a
ing how this might have come about, he learned that

3 k. ¥
man in prison, not long before execution. o an inner drama
Intercourse continued to be linked to ovulation
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that, as in Haller’s account, could be plausibly marked by pleasure. W.C.
Cruickshank, searching for rabbit ova in 1797, found the corpus luteum
only after coition, from which he concluded that “the ovum is formed in
and comes out of the ovarium after conception.” (The corpus luteum, the
“vellow body,” is formed after an ovarian follicle releases the cgg. It is
now known to secrete progesterone, which maintains the uterine lining
in a state suitable for implantation. In most mammals it forms “sponta-
neously,” independent of intercourse or conception, because ovulation
occurs spontaneously; but in rabbits, which are generally coitally induced
ovulators, it would not be present except in the circumstances Cruick-
shank describes.) But, more important, there seemed to be evidence for a
real battle in wresting the egg from the ovary. The Fallopian tubes, he
thought, “twisted like wreathing worms . . | [which] embraced the ovaria
(like the fingers laying hold of an object) so closely, and so firmly, as to
require some force, and even some laceration, to disengage them.” Of
course rabbits are not women, but Cruickshank clearly thought that his
findings were applicable to humans, and so it would be surprising if so
stormy a scene had no sensory correlative. The evidence would thus sug-
gest that ovulation, like male ejaculation, would occasion some pleasur-

able feeling 83
C. E. von Baer (1792-1876), the German-Estonian biologist who was
the first actually to see the mammalian ova, was still convinced when he
reported on his extraordinary series of observations in 1828 that only 2
E;c:e;rhﬂ had recently mated could produce the egg he was s:cking:.“
up to the carly 1840s almost all authorities believed that coitally

» the generative substances in both
men and women were believed to be produced only during intercourse;

p :
only now it Wwas thought by some that these events could routinely occur,
N women, without sensation, -

This does not mean thar n
© one advocated the view that ovulation
::::lg:i E:r?:ﬂmusly. (If it did take place without intercourse, then a
1cal, passionless ¢ i i :
were later taken to be v:riticajs-:;: e chfuld s Shkety) Box wi




counted for by fruitful coition. Biologists seemed unwilling to let go of
the idea that somehow the excitement of intercourse and sexual arousal
was relevant to conception even if, miraculously, women did not feel any.
Anesthetic conception, in other words, in no way followed from obser-
vaton.

Thus John Pulley, an obscure cighteenth-century Bedfordshire doctor,
found corpora lutea in virgins but argued that these scars were the result
of uterine excitation induced through the unnatural “gratification” of de-
sires, one presumes masturbation. Evidence from the dissection of “hys-
terical women” whose ovaries showed the signs of ovulation provided
further proof, according to Pulley, for the role of sexual excitement in
causing the extrusion of the egg.** Though forensic texts during the first
half of the nineteenth century were generally skeptical of the notion that
heightened pleasure signaled either conception or ovulation, and made
much of the possibility of conception from nonconsensual intercourse, it
remained perfectly plausible that ovulation did require the Sturm und
Drang of coition or a reasonable facsimile. J. G. Smith wrote in a stan-
dard 1827 textbook that he could not deny that “there may be a sensible
impulse conveyed by the excitement into which the uterine system ap-
pears to be thrown,” when conception takes place. But, he said, many
women are apt to imagine, out of hope or fear, that they have con-
ceived—their reports on this matter are not to be trusted and can be of
no practical concern.®® N S

On the other hand, the question of whether a corpus luteum 1s evi-
dence of past pregnancy or of intercourse was of considerable z::igmﬁcancf
to forensic physicians: “it is a celebrated question, of great importance
both in physiology and forensic medicine, and much agitated in recent
years”®” The answer was a qualified and cﬂmpljca[_cd no. Women did
show signs of ovulation without pregnancy or even mte.rmursc, ﬂ-"f r:fd
jority view held, but only because the female reproductive system €0
be coaxed into action by lesser stimuli, strong desire for mmnPlc'aksu’
while generally SIx_akj,ﬂgrd'IC presence of a corpus luteum could be taken
as evidence for a woman’s having had intercourse or 2 pregnancy; 1t “f
far from conclusive proof. Since “all those causes which excite greatly .;;

» lation, the presence of corpus lutcum 15 2
sexual organs™ can cause OVl , : . occurred”; but
“taken alon . . . a certain sign of sexual union haVisB OFC e
taken together with other signs it must be regarded as tﬁiﬂ?rm sy
evidence.®® “A jury ought to be cautious, s:uId one au e ik
to the conclusion. based on signs of ovulation, that 2 W
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been a virgin despite the “fact™ that ovulation was gcnrrall?r occasioned
only by fertile intercourse.®® “Upon certain occasions,” adwvised IaI‘IGd'ItT.,
“excessive salacity may detach the ovum” and leave the scars in ques-
tion.®® (There is added confusion here because ninetcenth-century doc-
tors could not distinguish between the larger and more visible scars of
the corpus lutenm verum—the much enlarged corpus luteum that remains
until the fifth or sixth month of pregnancy—and the smaller remains of
the corpus lutesm spurium, which fades rapidly after two weeks if preg-
nancy does not occur.?!)

A great deal rests on these controversies over the corpus lureum be-
cause they suggest that, as late as the early 1850s, no one had a clear idea
of the circumstances governing the production of the egg. The evidence
pointed to an even larger role for venereal excitement than in the old
model of bodies and pleasures. Thus Johann Friedrich Blumenbach
(1752-1840), professor of medicine at Gorringen and one of the most
distinguished physicians of Europe, noted that ovarian follicles could
burst without the effects of semen or even “withour any commerce with
the male,” but concluded from this simply that on occasion “venereal ar-
dor alone . . . could produce, among the other grear changes in the sexual
organs, the enlargement of the vesicles” and even cause their rupture. Far
ﬁ'ﬂm undermining the old orgasm-conception link, Blumenbach’s obser-
vations strengthened it; desire alone was enough to e
certain sensitive systems. His English transl
ecdotal evidence: Valisneri’s report of fin
e ek ofan gy ol woman v h b g up
quently obsmfd in brﬁ;:ﬁpgenram;m !t:c.ng S I 5 S
woman who died “furiousl i e Bunnﬂ:s. SEPIOSE M-S S

: y in love with a man of low rank. and whose
at size.” Though not too confident

P ©ven more committed to the im-
alen was:

xcite ovulation in
ator added supplementary an-
ding vesicles protruding from

E:mmvlﬁdm;, I tﬁlnd it difficult in the present state of knowledge to make
i é-":u tl_'lmk it pretty evident that, although semen has no share
A g - ;vanun}, Ithc high excitement which occurs during the heat

and the lascivious states of the human virgin is sufficient fre-

quently to effect the discha a. I i -
explain the fact thar ova a:fc Of ova. It s perhaps impossible otherwise to

f 50 commonly X i 1
. aly pclfcd from the ovana, and
impregna 'wh:ncver i Connection 15 arbirrm-ilv r C
- red ¥ or casually brtmghl
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Johannes Miiller (1801-1858), a brilliant teacher and a leading pro-
ponent of physiological reductionism, also downplayed the evidence thar
might have suggested spontancous ovulation in women. He argued that
the presence of scars in the ovaries of virgins were merely signs of anom-
alous ovulation and not of normal ovulation independent of coition and
conception. Though the exact forces that caused the thrusting of the egg
into the Fallopian tube remained obscure, most of the evidence suggested
that the egg itself was generated only as an immediate part of the process
of fertilization itself. Humans worked like that ubiquitous experimental
creature of the nineteenth century, the rabbit. Something spectacular was
still thought to happen in coition, and medicine lent little technical sup-
port for the rise of passionlessness.”

Nineteenth-century accounts of the mechanics of conception also of-
fered no technical support for the notion of anesthetic intercourse and
conception. What emerges is a new and vastly inflated role for semen,
which somehow pushes, squeezes, or otherwise excites a woman’s insides
and which, judging from the silence on the matter, is able to do so with-
out her feeling anything. The distinguished Edinburgh physician John
Bostock argued that in women “certain causes and especially the excite-
ment of the seminal fluid” produced “an unusual flow of blood to the
ovaria”; amid all the “excitement” a vesicle bursts and discharges a drop
of albuminous fluid (the egg was still only imprecisely imagined), which
is picked up by the erect Fallopian tubes embracing the ovary and carried
down to the uterus.* Once again, we have a projection of male physiol-
ogy inward. Another eminent obstetrician thought that the male sperm
worked like an electric current coursing through the Fallopian tubes and
causing the expression of the ovum; a major English medical handboﬂali
in 1836 postulated the swelling of the follicle as a CG]'ISI:E]EICI‘ICC o_f SEXLL
excitement and its bursting as the result of “an action which begins uss.;
ally during sexual union, but which may also occur without any venerc
orgasm.” %%

The remarkable thing about all these accounts is not d-mttf e ﬂ:
wrong by modern standards—humans ovulate, and the corpus ut:u:.rlcn
formed, independent of intercourse, Orgasml, or canccpnm;——hzrs .
that they are so rich in what roday seem like improbable mEEEL 23

{ excitement
ter that they grant so large a role to female stxualu oS

genital arousal, More remarkable still is that they say 5O | sy
npanying sensations. Orgasm continues o pla?' a critical p
ception but now those who suffer it need feel nothing.
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In part this has nothing specifically to do with women or w"j’“ inter-
course. Sexual pleasure was not the only subjective quallrgf' to lose its pl_m-
in the new medical science. The power of the anatomical-pathological
model, as it emerged from Paris hospitals in the late eighteenth century,
lay 1n its capacity to strip away individual differences, affective and mare-
ri;jll., so as to perceive the essence of health or disease in organ tissues. The
autopsy, not the interview, was the moment of truth; corpses and isolated
organs could not speak of pleasures.

The nineteenth century was the great age of the post-mortem, of pa-
thology’s ascendancy. During his career as pathological anatomist, Karl
von Rokitansky, one of the founders of the discipline, is said personally
to have made some 25,000 diagnoses. His department at the Vienna
General Hospital performed some 2,000 autopsies a year during his ten-
ure—over 80,000 by this estimate—probably more than had been per-
formed in the entire previous history of medicine.*® Because of the advent
of large reaching hospitals with an almost endless supply of poor patients
in most of the major cities of Europe, and because of increasing state
interest in the causes of death, the number of bodies and organs available
to the medical profession for research was almost unlimited. A new kind
of medicine, and the new institutions in which it was practiced, made
subjectively reportable states, such as pleasure, of relatively little scientific
TIRCTCst. The state of organs was what mattered, and indeed almost all of
the cwdf:ncr: for the reproductive physiology of women prior to the end
of the nineteenth century came from the ovaries, uteruses, and tubes re-
mnw:d.fmm the r:lnl'.:ad or from surgical patients: “I now send for your
:rls‘;;pct:ron ﬂ's:l:_] ovaries of a young unmarried woman who died a few days
Bkt nes sirion M. Girdwood to his colleague Robert Grant;
b d}:ﬁd‘ me‘c]':(r:ul . (_:]‘D'“P‘:" sent R:Dbcrr Lee the ovary of a woman
B oo and wh cra while menstruating; Emma Bull, who had only

pe who died of dropsy on May 23, 1835, was opened in the
b : ovary and one with a single SCar: a twenty-
year-old virgin’s ovaries showed all the stages of mmgm thus Pm‘"-‘d

ing still more evidence. , French doct independence
£] or [‘hﬂ h 4
of the process from sexual feeling. 97 i




female derives from sexual intercourse.””® The 1836 handbook cited says
straightforwardly that the “lower part of the vagina and the clitoris are
possessed of a high degree of sensibility” but then claims, with no sup-
porting evidence, that in “some women, but not in all” they are “the seat
of venereal feelings from excitement” and that “in many women such
feclings are altogether absent.” Feelings were considered irrelevant to
both the “fecundating power™ of the male and the “liability of concep-
tion” of the female, but our author makes no similar claim about the
absence of male pleasure. The argument seems to be that only women
have an orgasm—how else docs the egg get our?—but do not feel it.
They have this capacity, as I reconstruct the argument, because human
sexual feclings are under “the intellectual and moral powers of the mind.”
Civilization in all its political, economic, and religious manifestations
mercifully leads mankind from “scenes and habits of disgusting obscenity
among those barbarous people whose propensities are unrestrained by
mental cultivation” to a state in which “the bodily appetites or passions,
subject to reason, assume a milder, less selfish, and more elevared charac-
ter”® In the literature I have examined, women’s bodies in particular
bear the marks of this civilizing process. The physiology of their bodies—
in this instance, in many like it, and most powerfully in Freud—adapts
to the demands of culture. Although women, like men, were held to ex-
perience erection (both of the clitoris and of the internal curgansjlr excire-
ment, and ejaculation, “many” could somehow do so without feeling any-
thing. Again, the point is not to sort out what is, by modern standards,
right or wrong about these propositions, but rather to note that culture
and not biology was the basis for claims bearing on the role and even the
existence of female sexual pleasure. As in the one-sex maodel, the l_.'de}'
shifted easilv in the nineteenth century from its suppﬂstd.l}’ fﬂundanona]
role to become not the cause but the sign of gcnder. e
If one regards the question of female passionlessness as an essentially
idemi i i latdon between Orgasm and
epidemiological question, about the correla gk
ovulation or conception, there was cqually little known on €ither e
the issue. No one before the twentieth century had inquired into
e . al intercourse and, as
incidence of women’s pleasure during heterosexu s
Havelock Ellis pointed out in 1903, “it scems 10 aave be congeni-
for the nincteenth century to state that women #% Z'ffnmmd peculiarly
tally incapable Gfex]:xrieﬂcing complete sexual 53':!5 ac . i
liable to sexual anesthesia” He proceeds to cite scores of stu i
o, idence, to speak to this NOVEL S
purport, on the basis of almost no €vi
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sue.1% Adam Raciborski, the French physician who claimed to have dis-
covered spontaneous ovulation in women, simply declares that three
quarters of all women merely endure the embrace of their husbands, just
as William Acton in the midst of his book about men thought that he
need do no more to make his case than pronounce, “the majority of
women are not much troubled by sexual feeling of any kind.” %!

No one knew the answer. One English writer pointed out in his chap-
ter on “the relative amorousness of males and females” that in a field “so
characterized by delicacy and silence,” most people “judge others in the
light of their own limited experiences.” Or, as he might more accurately
have obscrved, according to what they would have liked to believe. His
own answer, with no supporting data, is that there are three, roughly
equal classes of women: (1) those as passionate and responsive as the
average man; (2) those less passionate but still taking pleasure “in sexual
congress—especially just preceding menstruation and immediately following
its periodical cessation”; and (3) those who experience no physical passion
or pleasurable sensation and who endure sex out of duty. He concludes,
disagreeing with his initial hypothesis, that category two is probably
tltu: largest after all, category one the smallest.’® Ogro Adler, a late
nineteenth-century German expert on these matters. presents an cven less
Ingenuous case of passing off personal or social prejudice for scientific
fact. Hc:‘cc-”nciudﬁ that as many as 40 percent of women suffered “sexual
anesthesia,” among whom he included ten who reported that they cither
masturbated to orgasm or were subject to unconsummated but neverthe-
i:: powerful sexual appetites, and one who actually had an orgasm on

examining table as the good doctor examined her genitalia 103

"POn to support. The comparative anatomist and birth
. -control ad-
:oc;:;a Ipch‘,a‘rﬂ Owen lamented that all theories of generation were “mere
pecuation™ “Would more time have been spent on collecting the actual

expe riences of human beings” But such w _
ignorant and beneath the it D: work was too difficult for the

agent, In aﬂ.‘u‘nﬂls he mmﬂcd’ the i ]
Ly ovari i g3 A
a fellow physician he Losrtnd ihas o es changed in time of heat; from

colleague’s wife had long been barren
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and “bore the masculine embrace without pleasure” bur that “she felt
libido once and immediately became pregnant.” On the other hand, he
also knew from his own practice that women became pregnant without
feeling anything. There must be “many supremely interesting confi-
dences™ told to doctors by their patients, which if correlated would pro-
vide the answer. But, alas, politics and prudery stood in the way of epi-
demiology. ' A Sicilian physician reported that patients spoke of nothing
so much as sex, but that reporting to the profession on such matters was
out of the question. 1%

If the respectable physician had no direct access to information about
the sexual experiences of women, they could sometimes report on what
the husbands of these women had to say. An English writer with a deter-
mined empirical streak did just this. Forty ourt of fifty-two men said that
the sexual feelings of their wives had indeed been dormant prior to mar-
riage. This is no surprising result, given each man’s presumed pride in his
own awakening powers; more surprising is that fourteen out of the fifty-
two husbands reported that their wives continued to feel no sexual de-
sire.1%” Clearly the data are flawed by a less than satisfactory survey tech-
nique.
al"hc first systematic modern survey of normal women’s sexual feelings
was one conducted by Clelia Duel Mosher starting in 1892. Based on the
answers of some fifty-two respondents, it was inconclusive. True, 80 per-
cent reported having orgasms, leading one historian to argue against the
stereotype of the sexually frigid Victorian woman.!%® But as Bpsa]md
Rosenberg points out, most of the women also r:gon:d considerable
reluctance to have sex and that they would be happier left alone.'®” In
short, almost nothing was known about sexual responsivencss among
women in general, much less about its relation to ovulation or concep-
tion. (There was perhaps even less known about the sexual responsIvencss
and habits of men, but that is another story.)

Similarly, the epidemiology of infertility
mained a cipher. In the old model, an ungen
suggested bg.]?h:k of sexual desire or orgasm was fﬁE“d?:j;f a;';:’:] ;';
and remediable cause of barrenness. In the new model, W g?lt S e
the very existence of female sexual desire, such matters ou e
been in:clnfa.nt. Thev were not. The first systematic mﬂw ﬂ;; ;hv;um{.ﬁisi
published in 1884, accepts the ancient account as IS m;i: urgeon, Was
Matthews Duncan, a well-known London gynecological SULEEOR,

in relation to orgasm re-
dered absence of heat as
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convinced that the absence of sexual pleasure was a major cause of infer-
tility. Yet he found that 152 out of 191 sterile women who consulted him
(79 percent) said that they desired sex and that 134 out of 196 (68 per-
cent) reported sexual pleasure, if not orgasm, in coition. Without com-
parable statistics for fertile women, these numbers mean lirtle, bur they
seem to suggest quite the opposite of his initial hypothesis and also, in-
cidentally, that English women did not merely lie back and think of Em-
pire.110

Other than Duncan’s survey, there is little except for a few impression-
istic reports, all of which support not the new view of passionlessness but
the old link between desire and conception. E. H. Kisch, a German spe-
cialist and spa doctor, was convinced that sexual excitement in women
was “a necessary link in the chain that leads to impregnation.” This con-
viction derived from his research into 556 cases of first pregnancy, which
he found occurred seldom after first coition and most often between ten
to fifteen months after marriage (a dubious claim) and from his personal
experience that an unfaithful wife was more likely to conceive with her
lover than with her husband. The inference from date of first pregnancy
to the role of passion depended on the more fundamental observation
that mm; women thtrc sexually unawakened until marriage and that their
Capacity tor erotic pleasure flowered slowly. Presumably, pregnancy coin-
cided with full bloom.!!! B, C. Hirst, in a leading A;nt:F;icﬂ obstetrics
text from 1901, repeated the sort of impromptu clinical lore that had
been around for centuries: the ideal condition for conception was mutual
synchronous Orgasm; conversely, in one of his cases 2 married woman
:itm:umd sIx years of frigid, infertilclint_crcours:: but had become preg-
.t when coitus and orgasm finally coincided.!'? But how this was to be
interpreted remained problemaric, Commenting on female pleasure, the
Reference Handbook of Medical Sciences (New York, 1900-1908) comelly

states: “Conception is ;
: : probably more likely ¢ . g 5
excitement is expericnced » Y ¥ to occur when full vencreal
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