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Introduction: Facing the Octopus

S UBJECT M ATTERS
In a 2009 special issue of the Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies (GLQ) on
intersex, guest editor, intersex scholar and activist Iain Morland describes
the current medical model of intersex as “octopus-like” (“Lessons” 195).
The metaphor of the agile and limber octopus with tentacles in every
direction stands for a model of intersex developed and solidified in
different strands of Western medicine, psychology, biology and others
since the second half of the twentieth century. Within this model, intersex is
understood as a deviation from a binary sexual norm and normalizing
interventions such as hormone treatment and genital surgery, preferably at a
young age, is promoted. These interventions have been targeted by activists
since the early 1990s as extremely painful, poor in their long term
outcomes, and highly damaging for the intersex person’s sense of physical
integrity and psychological well-being. In 2014, a group of international
organizations such as UNICEF, the World Health Organization (WHO),
UN Women, the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights
(OHCHR) and four others issued a joint statement that demands the
stopping of this practice and the postponing of “irreversible invasive
medical interventions […] until a child is sufficiently mature to make an
informed decision, so that they can participate in decision-making and give
full, free and informed consent” (WHO et al. “Eliminating” 7).
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This statement follows a line of similar declarations by the Special
Rapporteur on torture for the UN Human Rights Council from 20131 and
the German Ethic Council in 2012.2 Already in 2008, a German intersex
person won a lawsuit against the surgeon who castrated her without
obtaining her informed consent and she was awarded 100,000 € in
damages.3 Another lawsuit against non-consensual surgery on a child is
currently being held in the US in both state and federal courts.4 These and
other events during the last couple of years document some changes and
developments in political and legal discourses. Yet the effectiveness of
some of the legal developments is disputed.5 Moreover, the guidelines for

1

UN-Special Rapporteur Juan Méndez recommends to “repeal any law allowing
intrusive and irreversible treatments, including forced genital-normalizing
surgery, involuntary sterilization, unethical experimentation, medical display,
[…], when enforced or administered without the free and informed consent of
the person concerned. He also calls upon them to outlaw forced or coerced
sterilization in all circumstances and provide special protection to individuals
belonging to marginalized groups” (“Report” 23).

2

The Ethic Council finds: “Irreversible medizinische Maßnahmen zur
Geschlechtszuordnung bei DSD-Betroffenen [sic], deren Geschlechtszugehörigkeit nicht eindeutig [sic] ist, stellen einen Eingriff in das Recht auf körperliche
Unversehrtheit, Wahrung der geschlechtlichen und sexuellen Identität und das
Recht auf eine offene Zukunft und oft auch in das Recht auf Fortpflanzungsfreiheit dar. Die Entscheidung über solche Eingriffe ist höchstpersönlich
und sollte daher grundsätzlich von den entscheidungsfähigen Betroffenen selbst
getroffen werden” (Dt. Ethikrat “Stellungnahme” 174).

3

The trial is documented in Christiane Völling’s autobiography Ich war Mann
und Frau (2010).

4

For updates on the lawsuit “M.C. v. Aaronson” see the website of Advocates for

5

Following the recommendations of the German Ethic Council, the government

Informed Choice (www.aiclegal.org).
revised the regulations of the civil status in 2013. The revised regulation was
misleadingly called the “third gender option” in media discourses (cf.
Paramaguru Time Magazine, Nandi The Guardian), but criticized by intersex
activists due to its lack of choice. See reactions by intersex advocacy organizations such as Internationale Vereinigung Intergeschlechtlicher Menschen
(IVIM), TransInterQueer (TrIQ) and Zwischengeschlecht.
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the medical treatment of intersex people seem not to have changed much to
date.6
With Morland’s octopus metaphor, the resilience or hardiness of the
1950s intersex model may be attributed to the model’s multidisciplinary
character. Its various tentacles make the octopus seemingly invincible. Yet
Morland points out that this strength may also be the model’s weakness and
asks for similarly multidisciplinary criticism to challenge each tentacle of
the octopus. The GLQ issue, titled Intersex and After, brings together
contributions from various fields of research: Alice Dreger (historian of
science) and April Herndon (gender studies scholar) – both are former
directors of the Intersex Society of North America (ISNA), an influential
advocacy organization – report on the history of intersex activism in the
U.S. and its relation to academic feminism; philosopher Ellen K. Feder
reflects on the latest shift in medical terminology from intersex to DSD and
the consequences for intersex politics; Sarah Creighton (gynecologist) Julie
Greenberg (legal scholar), Del LaGrace Volcano (visual artist), and Katrina
Roen (social scientist) discuss political strategies to change the situation of
intersex people; “The Herm Portfolio” by Volcano challenges visual
boundaries of sex and gender and explores sexual norms; medical
psychiatrist Vernon Rosario reviews current genetic studies of sex
determination and explains that biological sex is more complex and diverse
than suggested in popular science; and Morland explores the potential of
queer theory for intersex. This collection of authors and texts is by far not
the only edited volume or monograph on intersex published in the 21st
century. What it has in common with other critical works like Dreger’s
Intersex in the Age of Ethics (1999), Sharon Preves’ Intersex and Identity
(2003), Erik Parens’ Surgically Shaping Children (2006), Sharon Sytsma’s
Ethics and Intersex (2006), Catherine Harper’s Intersex (2007), or Katrina
Karkazis’ Fixing Sex (2008) is that critical analyses of literary and cultural

6

In Germany, the medical guidelines have been revised in 2016 by the German
Network of Scientific Medical Societies, AWMF. See “Varianten der
Geschlechtsentwicklung (174-001)” (www.awmf.org). Despite suggestions
against invasive diagnostic methods and surgical intervention on children, an
empirical study by Ulrike Klöppel revealed that the numbers of surgical
interventions on children have not decreased (“Zur Aktualität kosmetischer
Operationen”).
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representations of intersex are missing. The present study takes this absence
as a starting point and aims at participating in the multidisciplinary analysis
of intersex from the perspective of literary and cultural studies.7
Autobiographical and fictional narratives on hermaphroditism and intersex,
I contend, not only transport, but also produce knowledge and meaning on
these issues. A study of these narratives may then tie in with and contribute
to the multidisciplinary critical work on the conservative model and
participate in the analysis of the workings of the octopus.
I pursue the following study from a position quite removed from most
of the texts and materials I work with. “Removed” in time and place – I am
located at a German university, this study serves as my doctoral
dissertation, and I conducted my research between 2009 and 2015 – and
“removed” from the texts in experience, because I speak as a non-intersex
scholar with an academic background in Anglophone literary and cultural
studies. However, "being removed" does not mean that I look at the texts
from a detached, abstract, or outside position. Rather, I am entangled with
these texts in different ways: As an intersex ally who values the voices of
intersex people for political reasons; as a genderqueer person whose
experiences in a heteronormative society shape my awareness of the
violence of sex and gender norms, and not least as an avid reader of texts
that critically negotiate the gender binary. Speaking with Donna Haraway
my position is therefore necessarily partial and situated.8 Therefore, I
understand this study as one more contribution to the critical alliance
against the octopus model and as a contribution to an ongoing debate and
struggle.
Most of the texts analyzed in this study were produced by people who
consider themselves or were considered by others intersex or hermaphrodite authors. By (re-)introducing these texts to academic discourse, I aim to
emphasize their position as meaningful for the understanding of
hermaphroditism/intersex at a given time and place – a position that has
been denied all too often in the past. At the same time, however, I am aware
that I am making these texts the object of my analysis and am caught up in

7

Viola Amato’s recently published Intersex Narratives starts with a similar
observation (cf. Amato 14). I refer readers interested in another reading of
contemporary cultural texts on intersex to this publication.

8

See Haraway “Situated Knowledges.”
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a patriarchal trap: the non-intersex scholar analyzes and produces unsolicited meaning about hermaphroditism and intersex. Thus, I am continuously
working on the dilemma of participation and representation at the juncture
of academia and activism in my papers, at conferences, and in the German
network Inter_Trans_Wissenschaft and I hope that the present study will
encourage debate and pluralize notions rather than reproduce a normative
understanding of intersex or hermaphroditism.9

C OMING TO T ERMS
The short term intersex has become the most common signifier to describe
a body that is perceived as challenging the norms of what is considered
standard male and standard female anatomy. The term shares a history with
its longer form intersexuality. Both were first used by German biologist
Richard Goldschmidt in 1916 and were then adopted in medical discourse
to replace the much older term hermaphroditism.10 While the second part of
the compound intersexuality places the concept in the vicinity of the terms
heterosexuality and homosexuality, two terms rooted in 19th century
medical and psychological discourse that have come to signify a specific
form of sexual desire (cf. Katz Invention), the shorter form intersex
emphasizes anatomy, sex, rather than desire, sexuality, and seems the most
commonly used term at the moment. Variations like inter* and – in
German-speaking contexts – intergeschlechtlich are also currently in use
among activists.11 These variations further remove the distance to the biomedical term intersexuality, express an awareness of the diversity of
intersex experiences and identities, and show the ongoing productivity of

9

See Hoenes/Koch (eds.): Transfer und Interaktion; esp. “Introduction” and my
article “Niemand willʼs gewesen sein.”

10 On Goldschmidt’s understanding of the terms intersex and intersexuality see
Voß Making Sex Revisited (212ff).
11 See,

for

example,

the

brochure

“Inter*

&

Sprache”

2016

by

TransInterQueerProjekt and the websites of the Organisation Intersex International OII, its German branch Internationale Vereinigung Intergeschlechtlicher Menschen (IVIM), and the Austrian human rights group
Zwischengeschlecht.
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the Latin root of the term. Although intersex and its variations seem to have
been the preferred terms since the second half of the 20th century, the term
hermaphroditism and attached qualifications like pseudo or true or
variations such as hermaphrodism have anything but disappeared. Early
usage of the term dates back to Greek mythology and stories about the son
of Hermes and Aphrodite and the term has been widespread throughout and
since the Middle Ages.12 With the rise of intersex throughout the 20th
century, the older term was used less frequently, but never disappeared as
the report from a 2005 conference in Chicago demonstrates: Medical
professionals from all over the world and two representatives of intersex
organizations saw the need to adopt a new official term, Disorders of Sex
Development (DSD), because terms “such as ‘intersex,’ ‘pseudohermaphroditism,’ ‘hermaphroditism’ […] are particularly controversial. These terms
are perceived as potentially pejorative by patients and can be confusing to
practitioners and parents alike” (Lee et al. “Consensus” 488). Since its
introduction, the term DSD has been criticized for its pathologizing
character and has been rejected by numerous advocacy organizations and
political institutions.13 It remains in use in clinical contexts, but rarely
occurs outside of these.
The present study is not limited to contemporary representations of
intersex, but favors a diachronic approach including material dating back to
the 19th and early 20th century. I use the coinage of the term intersex in
1916 as a historical marker to distinguish between the two parts of the
study. The first part is called “Hermaphrodite Narratives” and addresses
material prior to the coinage of the term intersex. The second part, “Intersex
Narratives,” centers on material from the mid-20th to the early 21st century.
The terminology I apply is specific to each chapter and historical period.
Moreover, I try to use pronouns that reflect and respect the characters’
gender identification, sometimes resulting in a switch of gendered pronouns
from feminine to masculine or vice versa or in alternative pronouns such as
hir (read: /hɪər/) and ze (read: /zi:/).

12 In German contexts the term Zwitter was also common. See chapter “At a
Glance I: Hermaphrodite History” for further details.
13 See chapter “At a Glance II: Intersex History” for an overview of the debate and
further references on the topic.
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The intersex and hermaphrodite narratives examined in this study are
diverse and do not form a coherent or enclosed corpus. One of the stories
under scrutiny is labeled fiction; another is called a medical case study; one
is referred to as myth; and the majority of texts may be categorized as life
narratives, e.g. as autobiography, memoir, or testimony.14 In line with
French philosopher Michel Foucault, I understand each of these publications as a discursive event and an ensemble of discursive events as
discourse (cf. “Discourse on Language” 233). Discourse, Foucault
supposes, is “at once controlled, selected, organised and redistributed
according to a certain number of procedures” (216) and an analysis of the
literary discourse on intersex and hermaphroditism requires studying “its
conditions, its activity and its effects” (229). Foucault’s understanding of
discourse as a series of structured (and not ‘arbitrary’ or ‘free’) practices
allows for a systematic study of discursive events and he describes four
methodological principles that may govern an analysis in this mode: firstly,
the critical principle of reversal contains a focus away from what is taken
for granted in a given discourse and towards the reversal of that notion, e.g.
the author should no longer be understood as original or creative, but as a
function that cuts out and rarefies a possibly endless discursive flow (cf.
229).15 With respect to the present study, I suggest reversing the notion of
intersex and hermaphroditism as ‘naturally given’ or as ‘essential

14 Following Smith and Watson, I use the term life narrative as an inclusive
umbrella term that designates “not a single unitary genre or form,
‘autobiography.’ Rather, historically situated practices of self-presentation may
take many guises as narrators selectively engage their lived experiences and
situate their social identities through personal narratives” (Smith and Watson
Reading 18).
15 On the author function see Foucault “What is an Author?” Anton Kirchhofer
summarizes further examples of Foucault’s principle of reversal: “the reevaluation of the ‘soft’ and humane psychiatry […] as the substitution of mental
for physical confinement, […] the contention that ‘man’ is the effect and
product of the humanities rather than their object, […] the assertion that ‘the
soul is the prison of the body’ […], or that sexuality is not repressed but
produced by power” (“Foucault Complex” 281).
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characteristics’. With Foucault, both may be understood as effects – as very
real and material effects, I want to emphasize – of specific, historically
contingent discursive practices. A number of these practices are described
in studies on the history of intersex and hermaphroditism that have been
published since the early 1990s16 and the notions of hermaphroditism and
intersex that emerge from these different studies describe them as complex
and contested. Time, place, politics and – quite literally – the tools
available, shape, classify and sort diverse human bodies into seemingly
neatly separated sexed categories.
As mentioned above, the present study is chronologically structured and
roughly divided into a first part on hermaphroditism and a second part on
intersex. Both parts are headed by chapters on the respective historical
context that sketch the contemporary usage of each term. But just as little as
this introduction do these chapters provide elaborate definitions of each
term. Rather, they outline some of the major developments in the usage of
the terms and point to contemporary centers of debate and negotiation. In
addition to the principle of reversal, Foucault suggests three more
principles for writing a genealogy of any given discourse, namely the
principles of specificity, discontinuity, and exteriority. The principle of
specificity holds that “a particular discourse cannot be resolved by a prior
system of significations” and that one should “conceive discourse as a
violence we do to things, […] as a practice we impose upon them” (229). In
other words, terms and concepts do not have an inherent – or inherited –
meaning but each discursive event, i.e. the occurrence of a term, is to be
analyzed as a specific event. Moreover, according to the principle of
discontinuity, discourse “must be treated as a discontinuous activity, its
different manifestations sometimes coming together, but just as easily
unaware of, or excluding each other” (229). Each occurrence of a term is
then not only to be treated as a specific occurrence, but equally repeated
occurrences of the same term cannot be assumed to be invested with the
same meaning. With the principle of exteriority, Foucault advises that we
do not look for “the hidden core of discourse” (its ‘inner meaning’), but to
focus on “the discourse itself, its appearance and its regularity, […] its

16 I rely on and introduce studies on the medical, biological, and legal construction
of intersex and hermaphroditism in the chapters “Hermaphrodite History” and
“Intersex History” respectively.
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external conditions of existence” (229). One way of doing discourse
analysis according to Foucault, as literary scholar Anton Kirchhofer
summarizes, would then mean describing “the conditions by which the
appearance of discontinuous and specific discursive events is made
possible” (“Foucault Complex” 280).
In line with Foucault’s suggestions, the first step of this study was to
identify the various publications on intersex and hermaphroditism, to order
them chronologically and geographically, and to sort them according to
their external conditions of production. The appendix “Bodies beyond the
Binary in Books and Movies” summarizes the results of this first step. Yet
this study does not aim at writing a ‘complete’ genealogy of
hermaphroditism or intersex, but focuses on five distinct ‘moments’ in the
discursive histories of these phenomena. Each ‘moment’ corresponds to an
analysis of a publication of one literary text or a group of texts that
provoked responses in other parts of the discursive ensemble on intersex
and hermaphroditism or that was published in response to aspects
negotiated within the extra-literary discourse on intersex and
hermaphroditism. The five distinct moments of analyses – representing the
analytical chapters of the study – provide snapshots of the discursive field
at a given time but refrain from constructing a continuous and unified
history of a discourse (principle of discontinuity). Paying special attention
to the use of terminology, a specific discursive context with a focus on
gaps, overlaps, ruptures and dissonances is then re-constructed for each
moment and the text’s position within this discourse described (principle of
specificity). Moreover, the respective conditions of production for each text
and its echoes in public debate are traced including publishing, marketing,
reviews, and prizes (principle of exteriority).
These principles of discourse analysis, I would like to point out, do not
lead to a standardized method or a uniformed analytical practice. Rather,
the principles facilitate a variety of analyses and approaches to texts and are
especially productive in addressing interdisciplinary research questions.
Therefore, discourse analysis ties in easily with Mieke Bal’s call for a focus
on concepts and their specific usages rather than methods in
interdisciplinary research in the humanities. “But concepts,” Bal warns,
“are not fixed. They travel – between disciplines, between individual
scholars, between historical periods and between geographically dispersed
academic communities” (“Working with Concepts” 20). Bal’s elaboration
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of the conception of concepts and its relation to method is useful for my
study because she emphasizes that concepts need to be “kept under scrutiny
through confrontation with, not application to, the cultural objects being
examined” (19). As Bal suggests, literary and cultural analyses should not
end with analyses of ‘contexts’ or ‘concepts’ but merely begin with such
questions. The necessary and crucial next step (or the first and constantly
recurring step?) in analysis should contain a “practice of close reading”
(16). Close reading is necessary to grant “the object [its status of a
participant] in the production of meaning that ‘analysis’ constitutes” (16)
and to account for the relationship between the subject and object of
analysis that she characterizes as “interaction” (20). This study takes up
Bal’s suggestion and combines a Foucauldian discourse-oriented analysis
with close readings of primary texts. Chapter-specific research problems
emerged from the observation of the interaction between primary text and
discursive context and each analysis is complemented by the respective
theoretical and methodological background for the analysis. The theoretical
tool-kit of the study addresses various practices of subjectivation ranging
from confession to performativity, and from trauma to adaptation, and to
shame.
Each of the texts I analyze negotiates the position of a character or
characters that either claim or reject an intersex or hermaphrodite subject
position upon very different grounds. These reasons for rejection, appropriation or something in between are diverse and so are the specific notions of
what intersex and hermaphroditism signify. Each notion of hermaphroditism and intersex is embedded within historically specific extra-literary
discursive events such as publications and other events in medicine,
psychology and many other disciplines and fields of interest such as human
rights activism. These diverse discursive events intersect, fold into each
other and together form a process of negotiation around the meanings of
intersex or hermaphroditism. The literary text may act as a juncture where
the different strands of the discursive ensemble are brought together,
intertwined, and a process of negotiation is acted out. Rendering these
processes of negotiation visible is one aspect of this study and I aim at
contributing to an understanding of hermaphroditism and intersex as
historically and locally specific, socially produced corporeal phenomena.
However, a literary text is more than a mere representation of a discursive
ensemble at a given time. Understood as a discursive event in itself, this
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event contributes to the discourse and engages with other discursive events.
Moreover, the literary text as a discursive event is controlled, selected and
organized by specific discursive procedures such as genre conventions,
literary traditions, publication policies or distribution strategies by
publishing houses. Far more than rendering an extra-literary discourse
visible through representation, literary texts – governed by specific
practices – provide their own unique contribution to the discursive ensemble. They may represent medical or psychological contributions to the
discourse more or less truthfully and they may enforce or reject any of the
claims. Moreover, some extra-literary contributions to the discourse may be
ignored, others highlighted. The positions and authority of these contributions may be undermined, criticized and challenged, explored, illustrated or
supported. The position as a literary text offers a wide (but not endless)
range of possible statements on hermaphroditism and intersex.
This study, then, aims to reconstruct the specific position of the literary
text within the discursive ensemble and to examine its potential for or
significance within discourse. Literature, I suggest, serves its own needs
and obligations, follows its own rules and a discourse analytical study of
literary texts like the present one evaluates the literary texts against their
reverberations within a larger discursive context. What positions are
advertised in the various narratives that form the core of the present study?
Do the narratives construct notions of intersex and hermaphroditism that
agree or disagree with medical, biological, juridical, religious or political
notions of the concepts? What alternative models do they offer? And how
are the texts received by intersex people, by doctors, psychologists, and
geneticists? What are their workings within and their significance for the
intersex discourse? By focusing on these questions, a discourse analytical
study of literary texts will not only produce knowledge about a specific
notion of hermaphroditism or intersex within a text, but will also provide
unique insights into the way discursive ensembles are entangled and how
these ensembles interact. Moreover, literary texts will be shown to be
heavily involved in the negotiations about the meaning of intersex or
hermaphroditism, and their potential to challenge the octopus will be
explored.

22 | D ISCURSIVE I NTERSEXIONS

T HE B ODY

OF THE

B OOK

The first part of the study, “Hermaphrodite Narratives,” consists of a sketch
of the historiography on hermaphroditism from Antiquity to the 20th
century (“At a Glance I: Hermaphrodite History”) and close readings of
two autobiographical texts. The memoirs of Herculine Barbin, who took hir
own life in 1868, were published posthumously in the second half of the
19th century in a medical textbook. Roughly a century later, the text was
rediscovered by Foucault and published in French, English and later
German. While the memoirs had been declared merely an illustration of the
medical case study in the 19th century, Foucault made the memoirs the main
attraction of his 20th century edition. Yet he kept the medical reports and
even added further original documents to the publication. The text and the
documents show that 19th century doctors were intrigued by the issue of
‘true’ sex and aimed to straighten up Barbin’s body (and to straighten out
hir relationships to hir lovers) in various ways. Late 20th century criticism
and intersex activism celebrated the text as the earliest ‘true’ hermaphrodite
voice. My analysis shows how both readings, contemporary and current,
are embedded in their historical perspectives, and emphasizes the text’s
potential to resist both 19th and 20th century attempts to usurp and fix
Barbin’s sex. “Truth or Dare: The Memoirs of Herculine Barbin”
scrutinizes the text’s strategy to evoke and ultimately reject the medical
discourse about ‘true’ sex. Moreover, I suggest, the text radically
challenges the discourse on ‘truth’ as such and unmasks the confession as a
normative practice of identity production.
N.O. Body’s Aus eines Mannes Mädchenjahren (‘Memoirs of a Man’s
Maiden Years‘), first published in Germany in 1907, tells the story of a
young man who was mistaken for a girl at birth. Pioneering gay rights
activist and sexologist Magnus Hirschfeld provided a medical report for
N.O. Body’s legal transition from female to male and wrote an epilogue for
the memoir. In 1993, German historian Hermann Simon re-published the
memoir and identified N.O. Body as the pseudonym of Jewish functionary
Karl M. Baer. The text was translated into English in 2006 and the new
edition was expanded with an introductory essay by literary scholar Sander
L. Gilman. “N.O. Body and the Making of a True Man” does not attempt to
answer the question of N.O. Body’s ‘true’ sex, but wonders why the
question has never been asked. After all, Body admitted that there had been
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doubts about his sex after birth and that he lived as a girl and woman for the
first twenty years of his life. The answer to his unequivocal maleness, I
argue, lies in the text’s (not in Body’s body’s) paradoxical ambiguity
between the simultaneous reproduction and transgression of the binary
sexual order.
The second part of the study, “Intersex Narratives,” is introduced by a
historical sketch of the development of intersex discourses in the 20th
century (“At a Glance II: Intersex History”) and followed by three analyses.
The first one, “Facts and Figures of Speech in Science and Activism,”
focuses on writings from the 1950s to the 1990s by medical doctors and
intersex activists. Doctors and psychologists such as John Money claim
expert knowledge about intersex and legitimate their claims by presenting
their knowledge as evidence-based and supra-individual. The effect of
‘scientific objectivity’ is produced by writing in a scholarly or medicoscientific mode. Intersex activists around Cheryl Chase reject the
legitimacy of ‘scientific objectivity’ and counter it with individual,
subjective experiences as a source of knowledge about intersex. In the
testimonial mode, activists write as experts of their own experience,
challenging the medico-scientific claims to ‘true’ knowledge about intersex
and presenting their own experiences as ‘true.’
In contrast to medico-scientific and testimonial writings, fictional
representations explicitly refrain from ‘truth’ claims. Rather, the historical
sketch of fictional representations from 1960s feminist science fiction to
2010s bizarro fiction shows the representations to be governed by classic
myth and metaphor. Intersex and hermaphrodite figures predominantly
oscillate between the poles of deficit and loss, or excess and plenitude.
Moreover, “Hermaphroditus ♥ Middlesex: Novel Interpretations of Old
Myth” explores Jeffrey Eugenides’ Middlesex (2002) and its investment in
Ovid’s Metamorphoses. The Pulitzer Prize awarded novel employs an
unreliable narrator who renders the account of his_her own life a myth, but
succeeds – accidentally – in establishing this life as the quintessential
intersex narrative of the early 21st century.
In 2008, spoken word artist and intersex activist Thea Hillman
published her memoir Intersex (for Lack of a Better Word). The text
contains 47 pieces, or chapters, that present the intersex self as torn and
whole, as caught between colonizing discourses such as medical, activist,
and fictional and as autonomous and complete. “Intersex in Pieces: Thea
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Hillman Refuses to Know Better” argues that Better Word rejects the
notion of a ‘true’ intersex identity, but embraces localized and temporary
narratives. In place of certainties and answers, the collection provokes
questions, embraces doubt, and invites plurality. Moreover, Better Word
presents intersex as both rooted and manifested in the body and as an effect
of performative practices. Ultimately, Hillman’s intersex experience goes
beyond either constructivist or essentialist approaches to identity and shows
intersex individuals as whole human beings.
The conclusion “Teaching the Octopus” connects and reviews the
findings of the analytical chapters and comes full circle when it returns to
Morland’s octopus metaphor and summarizes the studies’ contribution to
the analysis of the octopus. Finally, the appendix “Bodies beyond the
Binary in Books & Movies: An Anglophone Chronology” completes the
detailed analyses of specific publications as singular discursive events and
positions these events within a larger discursive frame. Limited to Englishlanguage publications, the comprehensive bibliography lists fictional and
autobiographical representations of intersex and hermaphroditism in print
and on screen from the 1960s to 2013. It provides an overview of the
possible material for future analyses and rounds off the findings of the
present study.

