Introduction

Mehrdad Alipour and Indira Falk Gesink

Every year, a significant number of infants are born with physical character-
istics that do not fit within the typical binary of male and female. Estimates of
the proportion of intersex people in the population range from 0.018% to 1.7%.
As historical documents demonstrate, such individuals have existed throughout
history.? At present, these individuals are often described as intersex3 or people
with variations of sex characteristics (VSC).4

In a broad sense, the term intersex refers to variations in congenital sexual
anatomy that are considered atypical for males or females. The UN Office for the
Commissioner of Human Rights defines intersex as “an umbrella term used to
describe a wide range of innate bodily variations in sex characteristics. ‘Intersex’
people are born with sex characteristics that do not fit typical definitions for male
or female bodies, including sexual anatomy, reproductive organs, hormonal pat-
terns, and/or chromosome patterns.”s

One may be chromosomally intersex, with variations in genetic karyotype.
Someone with 45X or 45X0 (Turner) karyotype is usually assigned female at birth
but has typically undeveloped or missing ovaries, and may not go through puberty.
Someone with 47XXY (Klinefelter) karyotype is usually assigned male but may have
sparse body hair and smaller genitalia, with feminization at puberty due to low
testosterone. Someone could also be born with 45X/46XY or 45X/47XXY (mosaic) kar-
yotype and have different cells of different karyotypes in different parts of the body.

Intersex can also mean variations in gonadal sex. A fetus first develops internal
structures that are potentially either male or female, which develop differently
in most XY and XX individuals. Testes develop in the fetus at about eight or nine
weeks, and ovaries by twelve weeks. A gene on the Y chromosome, SRY, activates
another gene, SOX9, on an autosomal chromosome, which instigates development
of testes development and other parts of the male reproductive tract. Genes on
other chromosomes, FOXL2, RSPO1, and WNT4, are responsible for instigating
development of ovaries. Testes and ovaries both produce estrogen and androgens
(such as fetal testosterone), although in different quantities. The adrenal gland also
produces estrogens and androgens, and the placenta and adipose tissue produce
estrogens. Males need estrogens to produce sperm and for erectile function.
Females need androgens for their ovaries and follicles to function. The testes
also produce anti-Miillerian hormone, which causes the degeneration of female
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reproductive structures, while the testosterone spurs the development of male
internal reproductive features. Variations in genes can cause a fetus to develop
both an ovary and a testis, or an ovotestis, or partially developed gonads, or the
retention of Miillerian structures in a fetus that is otherwise male.”

Variations in genes can also affect genital development. For example, mutations
on the NR5A1 gene may cause hypospadias, in which the urinary meatus does
not open at the tip of the penis but on the shaft or in the perineum, which could,
according to classical Muslim jurists, result in someone being legally designated
female or intersex.®

Hormones also influence development of external genitalia. Predominance
of androgens (testosterone and dihydrotestosterone) produces male-appearing
genitalia. Predominance of estrogens produces female-appearing genitalia. Some
people with XY chromosomes are insensitive to androgens, so their bodies may
have male gonads internally but female-appearing external genitalia (CAIS or PAIS).
Some people with XY chromosomes produce less dihydrotestosterone (5a reductase
deficiency), so they may be born with female-appearing external genitalia that
cause them to be assigned female at birth. Some have hypospadias. However, they
have testes that start producing more testosterone at puberty, so they may develop
beards and experience phallus growth, vocal changes, and ejaculation.? A range of
56-63% of those with 5-ARD develop male gender identities.”

Genetic differences can alter hormones that affect sexual development.
Mutations in the CYP21A2 gene affect the body’s production of an enzyme that itself
affects the body’s levels of 21-hydroxylase, which is involved in the adrenal cortex’s
ability to produce androgens and cortisol (a hormone that affects the body’s ability
to maintain salt levels)." Mutations in the CYP17A1 gene change the body’s ability
to perform a sequence of steroid syntheses that produces dehydroepiandrosterone
(DHEA), a precursor to steroid sex hormones.” Mutations in the CYP11B1 gene change
the production of an enzyme, 11B-hydroxylase, that also affects steroid production.’
All these genetic differences cause congenital adrenal hyperplasia (CAH), which
can manifest differently in different individuals, but generally in people with XX
chromosomes it instigates virilization of genitals, facial and body hair growth, and
delayed or absent menstruation. CAH is also associated with development of male
gender identity in people with XX chromosomes." Rare CAH varieties are more
prevalent in Middle Eastern and North African populations than in the global pop-
ulation,’s and many studies suggest that the practice of consanguineous marriage
in Middle Eastern and North African populations has concentrated specific genetic
intersex variations in small geographical locales.™

In other words, there are a large variety of ways that a person can become
intersex, and this variety helps to explain why researchers come up with such
a wide range of figures for estimating the prevalence of intersex in the general
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population—the range depends on what variations one counts as intersex and
where the sample is collected.

In classical Muslim discourse, individuals whose physical characteristics—
particularly their sexual anatomy—did not conform to established definitions of
male or female bodies were commonly referred to as khuntha.”” This term, often
invoked in legal, medical, and literary texts, was used to describe those whom we
might today classify under the umbrella of intersex, particularly those with VSCs
described above that result in ambiguous genitalia or apparent change of sex at
puberty. Lexicographical sources reflect significant variation in how khuntha was
understood. Al-Khalil b. Ahmad al-Farahidi (d. between 160/777-8 and 175/790-1),
for instance, defined khuntha as an individual who is neither male nor female—
suggesting the possibility of a third or indeterminate category, or perhaps a liminal
state that resisted binary classification. In contrast, al-JawharI (d. 393/1003) char-
acterized the khuntha as someone who possesses both male and female genitalia,
thus presenting khuntha as a composite of both sexes rather than as a distinct or
ambiguous category.”® Literary figures such as Muhammad al-Muhibbi (d. 1111/1699)
and jurists such as al-Sarakhsi (d. 483/1090) also used the term to describe people
who appeared to develop or change sex at puberty.”

These diverging definitions point to broader debates surrounding the concep-
tualization of khuntha in Arabic thought: Is the khuntha a male, a female, both, or
neither? To what extent did lexicographers align with or challenge binary gender
norms? How were such definitions negotiated, reinterpreted, or contested in
medical, legal, and theological contexts? The contributors to this volume engage
with such questions, tracing how classical definitions of khuntha informed and
were shaped by wider discursive traditions. In doing so, they explore the intricate
ways in which Muslim scholars and communities understood and responded to
the presence of bodies that complicated dominant gender and sexual categories.

Despite growing visibility, intersex people continue to be overlooked—both
by the broader society and, regrettably, even within some LGBTQ+ circles. As a
marginalized group, intersex individuals share certain structural challenges with
other LGBTQ+ communities yet also face specific forms of erasure and neglect. That
said, scholarly attention to intersex topics has gradually emerged in the last few
decades of the twentieth century. What was once confined largely to the medical
domain—often marked by secrecy and pathologization—has now become the
subject of broader academic inquiry. Researchers in sociology, gender studies, liter-
ature, religious studies, and other disciplines are now contributing to an expanding
and interdisciplinary field of intersex studies.?®

Furthermore, studies of animal biology have clarified that the world does not
consist, as the ancient Greeks believed, of only male and female animals. Many
species have multiple rather than binary chromosomal configurations that enable
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reproductive flexibility; some are hermaphroditic; some change sex within the
course of their lifetimes and some several times a day.? This sexual variety is a
biological fact, not a myth generated by “sex-change industry” or gender theorists.?
This suggests that intersex should not be viewed as a “disorder” in which something
has “gone wrong” in the course of fetal development. Rather, we should view it as
one of the mechanisms by which species adapt and survive. Japanese spiny rats,
for example, survive despite the complete disappearance of the Y chromosome in
several species, because of the species’ intersex adaptations. We don’t know what
function human intersex might serve in our species’ evolutionary future, but the
evolutionary history of other species suggests there may be one.

Within the field of Islamic studies, broadly defined, there has been little
attention to changing attitudes in other fields like biology. With few exceptions,
scholars whose work focuses on Islam—particularly in relation to gender and sex-
uality—have largely overlooked intersex. Nevertheless, there are some scholarly
engagements with classical Muslim legal traditions on intersex issues, alongside a
smaller number of studies exploring Muslim medical discourses.

A snapshot of the state of the field

Traditional Muslim scholars frequently portray Islam as intolerant of non-binary
sex and gender categories.? This portrayal has reinforced orientalist narratives,
suggesting that Islamic teachings on the male-female binary constitute a mono-
lithic, inflexible code in which there is no space for dialogue and reinterpretation.?
For example, Paula Sanders, in her well-recognized work, contends that classical
Islamic legal texts enforce sex and gender dimorphism by defining males and
females as true opposites; because classical Muslim jurists could not tolerate inter-
sex ambiguity, they imposed a gender on ungendered bodies to protect against
social disorder and preserve the male-dominated sexual hierarchy. Sanders based
her conclusions on an examination of only four classical legal manuals, with special
attention to Kitab al-mabstit by the Hanafl jurist Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Sarakhsi
(d. 483/1090).%7

Although Sanders’s conclusions have been widely accepted by scholars in
Islamic, Middle Eastern, and gender studies over the past three decades,?® as she
relates in Chapter One of this volume, she subsequently modified her earlier
claims. Addressing Everett Rowson’s thesis concerning the “penetrator” versus
“penetrated” dichotomy in Arabic literary texts,? she wrote, “One of the most
important conclusions resulting from this body of work is that male/female was not
the only gender dichotomy in medieval Islamic societies; there was also male/not
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male.”3° Sanders recognized that Rowson’s argument demanded a reassessment of
Islamic legal texts on intersex people.3'

Like Sanders’s later view, Geissinger argued for the existence of a male/not-male
binary in Muslim culture, asserting that the modern concepts of male and female
as binary opposites are at odds with the classical Greek and medieval Christian
ideas. Among the Greeks and medieval Christians, humans were not categorized
in binary fashion but as a spectrum in which some were better or more complete
humans than others. In this continuum, free males were regarded as the complete
expression of humanness, physically, intellectually, and spiritually, followed by
other types of people, including females, who represented lesser, imperfect degrees
of humanity. According to this view, the bodies of females and males are different
in degree but not in kind.3?

Classical Muslim jurists, as noted by Geissinger, had a similar hierarchical
understanding of gender, which determined a person’s status in society. For this
reason, individuals with ambiguous genitalia had to be categorized as either female
or male, if possible. However, these jurists recognized other gender categories,
such as effeminates (mukhannathtin), i.e., people who were not completely male
and therefore imperfect. This classification was possible because classical jurists
viewed gender on a spectrum that extended from being male to various degrees
of not being male.33

Gesink argued that classical Muslim jurists viewed legal sex on a spectrum
from all-male/protectors to all-not-male/protected. According to this view, intersex
people occupy a “medial” category.3* Based on her examination of several clas-
sical juristic texts, she challenged Sanders’s argument on binary categories and
argued that there are two strands of juristic thought on intersex, one that depicts
sex as malleable until puberty and one that depicts sex as indefinitely malleable.
According to her, “Intersex persons could be assigned or could adopt a legal sex
of male, female or neither. Rather than ‘protecting’ male privilege, the authors of
these texts largely served an individual’s health and religious needs.”35

Gesink adds that Sanders’s earlier claim that Islamic legal discourse classifies
intersex individuals exclusively within binary sex categories of male and female
is based primarily on al-Sarakhsi.36 Yet, other Muslim jurists recognized at least
three legal sexes: male, female, and a “medial sex” comprising intersex people.3’
In the current volume, she expands this initial argument to account for jurists’
needs to both accommodate non-binary bodies and remain faithful to scriptural
texts that described human creation as male and female. Thus, while Sunni jurists
did recognize three legal sex categories for the purposes of social accommodation,
most still acknowledged only two ontological sex categories: male and female.

Current scholarship suggests that Muslim legal scholars in certain legal tradi-
tions were able to move beyond the rigid ontological binary of male and female. In
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arecent publication, Alipour offers what appears to be the first sustained argument
that intersex individuals constitute a distinct ontological category of human beings
in Shi‘ilegal discourse—rather than merely forming a third legal or social category.
He contends that Shi‘i jurists’ primary concern was not always to assign a legal sex
to intersex individuals, but rather to uncover their actual nature or sex. According
to Alipour, their inquiries revolved around an ontological question: Are intersex
individuals male, female, or do they constitute a distinct third human category?
Through his analysis, Alipour demonstrates that from the fourteenth century
onward, a notable group of jurists sought to establish intersex individuals as an
ontological category beyond the binary of male and female.3?

Yet other scholars have contributed to the discussion of intersex in Islamic
contexts outside the discussion of binary or non-binary frameworks. Among these,
Sara Scalenghe and Vardit Rispler-Chaim address the intersection of disability and
intersex conditions. Scalenghe observes that, while Muslim medical, legal, and liter-
ary traditions often framed intersex individuals in narratives of marvel or wonder,
such portrayals were generally not expressed with contempt or moral judgement.
Scalenghe focuses primarily on the Andalusian medical authority Khalaf b. ‘Abbas
al-Zahrawi—also known as Aba 1-Qasim or Albucasis (d. 403—4/1013)—author of the
thirty-volume medical encyclopedia Kitab al-Tasrif li-man ‘ajaza ‘an al-ta’lif (The
Arrangement of Medical Knowledge for One Who is Not Able to Compile a Book for
Himself), commonly known as The Method of Medicine. She elaborates on how, in
cases of anatomical ambiguity, Muslim physicians, particularly Albucasis, would
sometimes intervene to surgically confirm a person’s ‘true nature’ (sex or gender).3?

On the other hand, Almarri explores the minority Isma‘ili Shi‘i perspective by
focusing on al-Qadi al-Nu'man’s Da‘aim al-islam. While adopting a binary approach
aligned with early views expressed by Sanders, he provides a detailed analysis of
the legal body and rights of intersex individuals in this tradition. He places special
emphasis on an unusual narrative involving an intersex individual who submitted
a petition to Shurayh (the well-known judge appointed in Kafa by Imam ‘All) and
to Imam ‘All himself. Almarri further develops this discussion in one of his contri-
butions to this volume, arguing that the increased availability of online searchable
libraries has made it possible for scholars to easily compare variant narratives, and
suggesting a novel application of Russian literary analysis to narratives such as the
aforementioned khuntha case that appear in a wide selection of texts.4°

Sex and gender discourse

Before proceeding, it is important to make a point about the anachronistic applica-
tion of modern “sex” and “gender” concepts to early Islamic documents. In other
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words, we need to establish whether the debates on binary/non-binary intersex
in Islamic or Muslim cultures address sex or gender or both or neither. Currently,
many studies of classical Islamic literature use these terms without defining them.#

Contemporary cultural and scientific discourses often characterize sex and
gender as dichotomous. Most feminists and scholars of gender studies regard gen-
der as a socially constructed phenomenon grounded in a “socialization approach,”
“masculine and feminine personality,” or “feminine and masculine sexuality”:
Gender embodies the societal appreciation of what represents maleness and
femaleness and the associated social or cultural implications and repercussions.
By contrast, most of these modern scholars regard sex as a biological, genetic, and
chromosomal trait.#? Of course, not all feminists and scholars of gender studies
agree with this distinction between gender and sex.#3 Yet, all such arguments and
counter-arguments are part of the same modern discourses on sex and gender, one
for which there was no equivalent in ancient Greek, Persian, or Mediterranean
cultures; in medieval Christian Europe; or in classical Muslim Arab, Persian, or
Ottoman societies. This distinction between gender and sex, as Judith Butler notes,
challenges the presumption that such categories exist outside specific historical
circumstances, cultural contexts, and power relations.+

Although there was no term in classical Arabic or Persian for either “sex” or
“gender,” Arabic and Persian do have binary concepts such as mar/mar‘a, dhakar/
untha, rajul/nisa’in Arabic, and mard/zan in Persian, roughly man/woman or male/
female. Most likely, these paired concepts refer to both the biological conditions
and behavioral characteristics of the two groups. However, since classical Arab
and Persian vernacular and scientific culture had no knowledge of the current
discourse on sex and gender divisions, it is difficult to imagine that these terms sig-
nified either sex, gender, or both in any way aligned to our modern understanding.

Nevertheless, these classical cultures arguably were well acquainted with the
differences between male and female biological features and behavioral character-
istics. More accurately, they believed that there were women and there were men
and there were others who were not quite men or women, but there was no word
for that difference as such. For example, both Arabic and Persian literature often
described certain individuals as effeminate men (mukhannathiin) and mannish
women (mutarajjilat) based on their behavior.4s However, some authors perceived
effeminate or mannish behavior as being shaped by biological variations and
environment.4

Although there were no terms for “sex” and “gender,” classical Muslim scholars
did classify human beings in several ways. Muslim logicians, purportedly influ-
enced by Aristotelian thought,*” often assert that humans are a ‘type’ (naw) of
animal distinguished from other beasts by an ‘essential’ (dhati) element known
as ‘differentia’ (fasl): being rational.#® Thus, in their view, humans are rational
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animals. Building upon the ‘accidental characteristics or attributes’ (‘aradiyyat) of
humans, these logicians suggest a sub-taxonomy of humankind in which humans
are divided into ‘two groups’ (sinfayn): male/man and female/woman.#? In classical
Qur’anic exegesis (ilm al-tafsir), the term ‘type’ (naw) is occasionally used.5° In
the Islamic legal tradition, jurists also used the following terms: ‘nature’ (tabia),
‘category/division’ (qgism), ‘genus’ (jins), and ‘creation/creature’ (khalq).5' In classical
Islamic discourse, these concepts often encompassed not only biological conditions
but also behavioral characteristics and variations in legal status.5?

Islamic legal thought is especially sensitive to the sexed body and physiolog-
ical differences of humans. On the one hand, in certain domains—such as ritual
purification, prayer, fasting, pilgrimage, clothing, inheritance, criminal law, and
people’s roles in the public sphere—both Sunni and Shi‘i law often depend on
whether the legally responsible individual (mukallaf) is male or female, although
there are several sub-categories of males and females whose status is refracted
by intersectional categories such as free/slave.53 On the other hand, these jurists,
as will be noted later, primarily employ biological markers to assess individuals
as male, female, or intersex. For this reason, they frequently base legal rulings
on the physical sexual features of individuals, in preference to their behavioral
characteristics. Indeed, jurists even recognize mukhannathtin (effeminate males)
and mutarrajjilat (mannish females) as males and females, respectively, because
the mukhannathiin nor the mutarrajjilat consider themselves to be men, do not
consider themselves to be women, nor do Muslim society view them as anything
other than male and female.5* This is why both Shi‘i and Sunni jurists often view
mukhannathun as males and mutarrajjilat as females, based on their biological
sex.55 It makes sense that, for example, mukhannathiin, as the hadiths suggest, are
not allowed to enter the female quarter of a mosque for congregational prayers, and
that mutarrajjilat are not allowed to pray in the men’s section of a mosque;¢ or that
mukhannathtin and mutarrajjilat are forbidden, respectively, to pursue female and
male beautifications intended to resemble the opposite sex.57 Moreover, in juristic
contexts, these two groups are hardly ever treated as distinct categories with legal
rights and responsibilities separate from those of men and women. When jurists or
hadith specialists do address them, it is to ensure that they are categorized as males
or females. For example, jurists outline Islamic law regarding inheritance shares
for various categories of people: while, as will be explored, they carefully delineate
the inheritance rights of men, women, and intersex individuals (khunthas), there is
no mention of the specific inheritance shares of mukhannathiin and mutarrajjilat.
Similarly, in discussions about where individuals should stand in a mosque based
on their nature/sex, jurists engage in detailed debates, typically asserting that men
should stand at the front, women at the back, and intersex individuals in the mid-
dle.s® However, there is hardly any discussion on the placement of mukhannathiin
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and mutarrajjilat in congregational prayers. These examples suggest that, according
to Muslim jurists, mukhannathin and mutarrajjilat were not perceived as distinct
categories, but rather as part of the male and female categories, respectively.

Literary authors, however, often referred to mukhannathiin as a distinct social
category. This may tempt us to employ the term “gender” to grapple conceptually
with how mukhannathiin and mutarrajjilat functioned in classical Islamic societies.
Indeed, these were categories that were defined performatively: by behavior, dress,
or even choice of musical instruments. This would nevertheless be an anachronistic
application of that terminology, as the people of that time did not themselves recog-
nize a distinction between categories that were defined by biology and categories
that were defined by social performance or identity. As we have already said, there
were men, there were women, there were khunthas, and there were sub-categories
of each of these. Some of those sub-categories had legal implications (such as “slave
woman” or “virgin”) and some did not (such as “mutarajjil” and “mukhannath”).

With this in mind, the contributors to this volume occasionally use the term sex
and gender to refer to the biological sex characteristics of intersex individuals and
gender to address the social status or recognition of such individuals, aiming to
make the discussion accessible to a contemporary readership. However, they often
rely on more naturalized and historically grounded terms found in classical Arabic
and Persian discourses, as discussed above. The use of sex and gender, therefore,
is always undertaken with critical awareness of its semantic and epistemological
implications.

The making of this volume

This volume has its origins in the international conference Beyond Binaries: Intersex
Body Politics in Premodern Islamic Legal, Medical, and Literary Discourses, which
Mehrdad Alipour convened at Utrecht University in June 2024, as part of his NWO
Veni Talent project entitled “Beyond Binaries: intersex in Islamic legal tradition.”
The event brought together scholars from a range of institutions and disciplinary
backgrounds to engage with emerging questions concerning the position of inter-
sex individuals and identities in classical Muslim thought, particularly within legal,
medical, and literary frameworks.

While several contributions to this volume originated as presentations at the
conference, this is not a conventional proceedings collection. A number of chapters
have been authored by scholars who did not participate in the event; their engage-
ment with the project developed at a later stage. The selection of contributions
has been guided not by participation alone, but by the intellectual coherence and
scholarly significance of each piece in relation to the volume’s overarching themes.
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All chapters—whether first presented at the conference or subsequently com-
missioned—have undergone significant revision and anonymous peer review. The
volume as a whole has been shaped by a sustained process of conceptual curation,
editorial dialogue, and scholarly exchange, aimed at offering a coherent and origi-
nal contribution to the study of intersex body politics in classical Islam.

To date, and to the best of our knowledge, no monograph or edited volume has
addressed the subject of intersex individuals in Islam at book length. This volume
thus represents the first sustained scholarly attempt to explore this topic in depth.
We hope that it meets the expectations of both specialists and general readers
interested in intersex studies, gender studies, religious and Islamic studies, as well
as broader inquiries into the body, law, and culture. By bringing together a range
of disciplinary perspectives and historical sources, the volume aims to open new
avenues for scholarly reflection and foster a more nuanced understanding of how
intersex lives and bodies have been conceptualized, regulated, and narrated within
Islamic traditions.

Book chapters

In Chapter One, Paula Sanders reflects on the intellectual and disciplinary contexts
that shaped her 1991 article on intersex individuals—then referred to as “hermaph-
rodites”—in medieval Islamic law. This retrospective piece traces the evolution
of her scholarly engagement with gender, beginning with an early emphasis on
sexual hierarchy within a women’s studies framework and gradually shifting
towards approaches informed by gender studies, queer theory, and biological
understandings of sex. The central argument of her original essay—those Islamic
legal texts sought to preserve a binary male-female framework marked by male
dominance, thereby reinforcing a rigid sexual hierarchy through their treatment
of hermaphrodites—is revisited in light of more recent scholarship. Sanders now
argues that such interpretations were shaped by the academic paradigms of the
time and did not fully account for the complexity or mutability of sex and gender in
premodern Islamic legal and literary sources. By situating her earlier work within
broader developments in gender theory and the historical study of Islam, Sanders
both critiques and extends her previous scholarship, ultimately advocating for
historically grounded research attuned to contemporary concerns around sex,
gender, and embodiment.

Chapter Two, by Indira Gesink and Mehrdad Alipour, examines the concep-
tualization of intersex in Arabic lexicographical traditions and explores the
representation of intersex individuals in Arabic literary sources. The chapter
begins with a detailed analysis of how various Arabic dictionaries define and
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contextualize the term khuntha, exploring its linguistic roots and semantic range.
Gesink and Alipour then turn to the presence of khuntha figures in Arabic prose
and poetry. As scholars of Arabic literature have observed, intersex individuals
appear far less frequently in literary texts than effeminate men (mukhannaths).
Nonetheless, occasional references in literary and travel narratives provide impor-
tant insights into how such bodies were perceived—often shaped by a blend of
cultural interpretation, imaginative elaboration, and, at times, elements of fantasy.
While these depictions often position intersex individuals within the traditions of
‘gja’ib (marvels) and ghara’ib (wonders), they are not necessarily characterized by
contempt or negative moral judgement.

Chapter Three, by Ali-Asghar Seyed-Gohrab, expands the literary exploration
of khuntha by examining representations of intersex figures in classical Persian
poetry and prose. Seyed-Gohrab investigates how khuntha (intersex) and mukhan-
nath (effeminate) figures are identified in classical Persian literature, beginning
with the question of whether these two stock characters—often conflated in
vernacular culture and popular readings as a single category—are in fact distinct
categorical identities. Persian poets, the chapter argues, clearly differentiate
between them: while mukhannathiin are sometimes linked to brothels and depicted
pejoratively, they also function as moral counterpoints that convey ethical lessons,
as seen in ‘Attar’s tale of Shibli, where gender transgression becomes a path to
spiritual refinement. Homoerotic desire in Persian court poetry, meanwhile, tends
to favor masculine figures, and men exhibiting femininity are often stigmatized as
mukhannath. In contrast, the khuntha appears metaphorically in RGm1’s Masnavi to
critique worldly dualities, though his symbolic use of gendered metaphors—such
as equating the mother with the base self—reflecting deeply ingrained cosmolog-
ical hierarchies and a worldview far removed from contemporary sensibilities.

Saqger Almarri, in Chapter Four, investigates how classical Qur'anic commen-
taries interpreted sexual difference and the category of the khuntha in relation to
Qur’an 4:1 and 92:3. It asks how these commentators reconciled the social reality of
the khuntha with the Qur’an’s silence on it, focusing on their hermeneutic strategy
which framed the khuntha as an ambiguity of human perception rather than an
ontological reality. While this approach sought to restore a binary gender system
based on the creation narrative of Adam and his mate, it paradoxically institution-
alized the khuntha as a liminal, exceptional subject positioned between masculinity
and femininity, requiring specialist legal interpretation. The chapter highlights the
continuity of this exegetical hermeneutic over time and raises questions about
its possible extension into modern and contemporary Quranic commentaries,
particularly regarding nonbinary, trans, and intersex subjects.

Chapter Five, by Ash Geissinger, examines how gender categories are con-
structed and contested within the Sunni hadith corpus and its commentaries.
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Focusing on mukhannath rather than khuntha—the central theme of this book—
the author highlights that the hadith corpus contains more narrative material
and interpretive engagement concerning mukhannaths, making them a more
productive subject for analyzing how classical hadith scholars negotiated gender
ambiguity. Nonetheless, the author links the two categories, noting that despite
their differences, both khunthas and mukhannaths occupied marginal and
ambiguous positions within gendered frameworks, as some earlier studies have
observed. While both categories reflect gender and sexual in-betweenness, hadith
literature treats them unequally, offering fewer and less detailed references to
khuntha. The author explores how textual variants surrounding the mukhannath
figure Anjasha reveal shifting gender classifications and broader concerns with
preserving hierarchical structures of gender and authority. The study thus argues
that hadith traditions serve as dynamic sites for negotiating gender instability, with
mukhannath offering a more nuanced lens than khuntha for understanding these
interpretive processes.

In Chapter Six, Saqer Almarri engages with debates surrounding khuntha
within IsmaTli Shi‘i legal and hadith discourse. Almarri revisits the question of
a Fatimid legal code by examining a striking case in which a khuntha appears
in court claiming to have fathered a child. While his earlier work suggested the
uniqueness of this narrative, he has since identified additional material recounting
a parallel case involving Shurayh, ‘Ali, and a khuntha. Although the sources remain
limited and fragmented, Almarri demonstrates how digital humanities methods
can be employed to trace and reconstruct these dispersed references across digital
corpora. In doing so, he sheds light on a case where Shurayh is confounded by a
khuntha who has fathered a child, and ‘All responds by annulling the khuntha’s
marriage and declaring them a man. Drawing on digital philology, Almarri explores
how this instance of early Islamic gender testing has been represented by different
authors, each framing the episode according to particular legal or interpretive
concerns. His synoptic reading brings these fragments together to reveal the varied
emphases and functions of the narrative across different contexts.

Chapter Seven, by Mehrdad Alipour, investigates the discourse surrounding
intersex individuals in early Shi‘i scriptural texts and the classical Twelver legal
tradition, employing digital humanities methods to locate and examine early Shi‘i
hadith collections and how their compilers conceptualized the intersex body and
its legal and social roles. The chapter traces the evolution from hadith discourse to
the juristic writings of scholars shaped by these narrations, highlighting that while
intersex individuals appear across various domains of Islamic law, the most sus-
tained legal engagement has centered on inheritance, owing to the predominance
of inheritance-related hadiths. However, Alipour also demonstrates that classical
jurists addressed intersex-related matters in other legal areas, including marriage,
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(un)intentional homicide, congregational prayer, and funerary rites. Through a
close reading of legal sources, the chapter explores constructions of intersex iden-
tity both in terms of anatomical signs or markers and, in certain contexts, through
self-identification—although such forms of agency were limited and only occasion-
ally acknowledged within juristic reasoning. Alipour further analyzes a range of
legal cases to illuminate how jurists understood the legal personhood of intersex
individuals, particularly in relation to their rights and responsibilities. The chapter
culminates in a discussion of the binary-non-binary framework introduced by the
jurist Ibn Idris al-Hilli (d. 1202 CE), a conceptual shift that sparked considerable
debate among Shi‘i jurists from the fourteenth to the early twentieth century—a
debate the author has explored in detail elsewhere.59

In Chapter Eight, Indira Gesink considers the historical evolution of Sunni legal
discourse on intersex. She argues that the term “khuntha” was not present in the
earliest juristic discussions but by the 1000s had become a fixed feature of Sunni legal
manuals. Based on a selective survey of Shafi1, Hanafl, and Hanbali legal manuals,
she outlines the different areas of concern as they developed over time among
authors of different legal schools. As Shi‘i authors did, Sunni authors elaborated
rules to accommodate non-binary people in circumcision, congregational prayer,
inheritance, manumission, compensation for injury and death, marriage, and funer-
ary rites. Unlike Shi‘i authors, Sunni jurists were ultimately unable to reconcile the
binary framework of the Qur’an with the social reality in which non-binary people
lived, which forced many to insist that the epistemological category of khuntha was
not also an ontological category, and that in fact a khuntha’s essential nature was
either male or female. At the same time, they constructed a legal framework in which
a khuntha was a medial being in between male and female.

In Chapter Nine, Mehrdad Alipour examines al-Razl’s medical writings to
explore how classical Persian medical discourse conceptualized sex and gender
diversity. Focusing on categories such as khuntha (intersex person), mukhannath
(effeminate), and mutarajjil (mannish), the study argues that al-Razi diverged
significantly from the prevailing norms of his time—including those later upheld
by physicians such as al-Zahraw1 and Ibn Sina—by neither pathologizing intersex
individuals nor attaching moral judgement to gender non-conforming bodies.
Instead, al-Razi offers a non-hierarchical and biologically grounded model of
human variation, in which sex or biological characteristics and behavioral traits
are seen as naturally determined and shaped by biology and environmental fac-
tors, rather than culturally constructed. He identifies five sex categories, including
intersex, and approaches these classifications without recourse to a male-female
binary or a spectrum that privileges masculinity. While al-Razi does medicalize
certain behaviors, such as the receptive desire of some mukhannaths, his approach
avoids surgical intervention and sensationalism. The chapter further demonstrates
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that, despite the prevalence of gendered norms in both medical and legal Islamic
discourses, al-Razr’s model stands apart in its refusal to enforce binary classification
or attach legal hierarchy to sexed bodies. Ultimately, the study highlights al-Raz1’s
distinctive contribution to Islamic and Persian medical thought and its implications
for understanding the diversity of sex and gender in the premodern Islamic world.

Faith and intersex advocacy

This book belongs to the field of religious studies, particularly at its intersection
with the study of sex and gender. This discipline offers a critical lens through which
to interrogate how religious traditions—and in the case of this work, Islam—have
historically shaped, regulated, or contested bodily categories and identities, includ-
ing those that do not conform to prevailing binaries.5° Given that religious studies is
concerned not only with texts and doctrines but also with lived and cultural belief,
ritual, and authority, it is particularly well positioned to analyze how intersex
individuals and their families navigate religious teachings and institutions.

While legal, medical, and sociological frameworks have played a vital role in
the advancement of intersex rights, the religious dimension remains significantly
underexplored. Yet, across both the Global South and Global North, large segments
of society continue to draw on religious traditions to make sense of sex, gender, and
embodiment. The authority of religious discourse—whether in the form of official
doctrines or the moral teachings of traditional scholars and preachers—can shape
not only public opinion but also private decisions within families. In such contexts,
intersex individuals and their parents may find themselves caught between secur-
ing rights and preserving religious commitments.

The problem, however, is not religion per se, but the limited range of inter-
pretations that are made available. In the absence of visible, affirming theological
alternatives, it is often the most conservative and pathologizing voices that come
to define “the religious view.” This restricts the imaginative and practical options
available to religiously committed families and may even drive them to seek surgi-
cal intervention or to conceal the situation altogether, fearing stigma.

Religious studies, then, should not be marginal to intersex advocacy but under-
stood as an integral and necessary part of it. Religious traditions are not fixed; they
are contested, interpreted, and reimagined in different times and places. Without
engaging these traditions critically and constructively, advocacy risks alienating
precisely those communities where the stakes are highest. It also misses the oppor-
tunity to demonstrate that affirming intersex lives is not necessarily at odds with
religious commitments.
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To our understanding, intersex activists and scholars would benefit from rec-
ognizing the constructive potential of religious discourse to enhance and accelerate
the negotiation for intersex rights. Finding allies from within religious institutions—
churches, mosques, synagogues, temples, and others—would not only deepen the
reach of advocacy efforts but could also help to challenge harmful interpretations
from within. Building such alliances is not a detour from the struggle for justice; it is
a necessary path towards making that justice more widely accessible and enduring.
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in Medieval Baghdad,” in Gender and Difference in the Middle Ages, eds. Sharon Farmer and Carol
Braun Pasternack (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003): 45-72.
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California Press, 2024]).
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4 al-Tusl, Asas al-igtibas, 30; Qutb al-Din al-Shirazi, Durrat al-taj (Tehran: Intisharat-i Hikmat, 1369sh),
38; Muhammad Rida al-Muzaffar, al-Mantiq (Qum: Mu’assasat al-Nashr al-Islami, 1430/1388sh), 96-7;
‘All Kashif al-Ghita’, Naqd al-ara’ al-mantiqiyya wa-hall* mushkilatiha, 2 vols. (Beirut: Mu’assasat
al-Nu'man li--Tiba‘a wa-1-Nashr, 1411), 1: 132-3.

50 See, for example, Abt Muhammad ‘Abd al-Haqq Ibn ‘Atiyya (d. 542/1147-48), al-Muharrar al-wajiz
fi tafstr al-kitab al-'aziz, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam ‘Abd al-Shafi Muhammad, 6 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al-Tlmiyya, 1422/2001), 2: 4; AbQ Bakr Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 543/1148-49), Ahkam al-Qur'an, 4 vols. (Beirut:
Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyya, 1424/2003), 4: 99; Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Qurtubi (d. 671/1273), al-Jami*
li-ahkam al-Qur’an, 20 vols. (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya, 1384/1964), 5: 2. These exegetes (mufas-
siriin), relying on verses such as Q. 4:1 and Q. 92:3, often hold that the human race consists of two
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belong either to the male type or the female type. The exegete Makki b. Abi Talib (d. 437/1045)
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he does not use the term type (Makki b. Abi Talib, al-Hidaya ila buliigh al-nihaya fi ilm ma‘ant
l-Qur'an wa-tafstrih wa-ahkamih wa-jumal min funin ‘ulimih, 13 vols. [Sharjah: Kulliyyat al-Sharia
wa-l-dirasat al-Islamiyya-Jami‘at al-Sharjah, 1429/2008], 2: 211). Nevertheless, the Maliki jurist and
exegete Abu Bakr Ibn al-‘Arabi presents a different opinion in this regard (see footnote 64). In the
Shi‘i context, classical exegetes, such as ‘All b. Ibrahim al-Qummi (d. after 307/919), Muhammad
b. Mas‘td al-‘Ayyashi (d. perhaps 320/932), al-Shaykh al-Tusl (d. 460/1067), and al-Fadl b. al-Hasan
al-Tabrisi (d. 548/1154), in their discussions of relevant verses about the creation of male and female,
such as Q. 4:1, Q. 42:49, and Q. 92:3, do not address the category of khuntha.
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On qism, see, for example, Muhammad b. Ahmad Ibn Idris al-Hilli, al-Sara’ir al-hawt li-tahrir
al-fatawt, 3 vols. (Qum: Mu'assasat al-Nashr al-Islami, 1410/1386sh), 3: 281; Yahya b. Sharaf al-Nawaw1
(d. 676/1277), al-Majmu’ Sharh al-Muhadhdhab, 20 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1990), 2: 47. On tabia,
see, for example, Shams al-Din Muhammad b. Makki al-‘Amili, al-Duris al-shariyya fi figh al-imam-
iyya, 3 vols. (Qum: Mu’assasat al-Nashr al-Islami, 1417), 2: 379; Zayn al-Din b. ‘Ali al-Juba‘ al-‘Amili,
al-Rawda al-bahiyya fi sharh al-Lum’a al-dimashqiyya fi figh al-imamiyya, 2 vols. (Qum: Intisharat-i
Daftar-i Tabliqgat-i Islami, 1412/1373sh), 2: 332. On khalg, see, for example, Shams al-Din Muhammad
al-Hattab al-Ru‘ayni al-Maliki (d. 954/1547), Mawahib al-jalil fi sharh Mukhtasar al-Khalil, 6 vols.
(Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1412/1992), 6: 424. On jins, see, for example, Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Sarakhs,
al-Mabsiit, 30 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Ma'rifa, 1414/1993), 13: 13.
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For example, al-Razi alludes to both biological and behavioral characteristics to classify categories
of humankind (Rosenthal, “Ar-Razi on the Hidden Illness,” 54).
For example, jurists propose a taxonomy of males and females in which each category is divided
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into two groups: free males and enslaved males, and free females and enslaved females. This is
followed by another subdivision, categorising each group of free and enslaved males, as well as
free and enslaved females, as either Muslims or non-Muslims. These taxonomies can be extended
by considering, for instance, whether or not a non-Muslim male or female can be identified as the
People of the Book (ahl al-kitab).
54 Geissinger, “Applying Gender and Queer Theory to Pre-modern Sources,” 103.
Al-Sarakhsi, al-Mabstit, 10: 158; Muwaffaq al-Din Abt Muhammad Ibn Qudama al-MaqdisI (d.
620/1223), al-Mughni, 10 vols. (Cairo: Maktabat al-Qahira, 1388/1968), 7: 104; Hasan b. Yasuf al-Hilli
(‘Allama), Tadhkirat al-fuqaha’, 2 vols. (Tehran: al-Maktabat al-Murtadawiyya li-IThya  al-Athar
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al-Ja’fariyya, 1388), 2: 574; ‘All b. Husayn ‘Abd al-‘Ali al-Karaki, Jami‘al-magqasid fi sharh al-Qawa(id,
13 vols. (Qum: Mu’assasat Al al-Bayt li-Thya’ al-Turath, 1414), 12: 36.
5 For the hadiths on this matter, see Alipour, Negotiating Homosexuality, 110, n87.
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57 Ibid. Also, see Murtada b. Muhammad Amin al-Ansari, Makasib al-muharrama, 6 vols. (Qum:
al-Majma‘ al-Fikr al-Islami, 1420), 1: 173-5.

5 Hasan b. Yusuf al-Hilli (Allama), Tahrir al-ahkam al-shar‘iyya ‘ala madhhab al-imamiyya, ed.
Ibrahim al-Bahaduri, 5 vols. (Qum: Muassasat al-Imam al-Sadiq, 1422), 1: 129-30; Najm al-Din Ja'far
b. Hasan al-Hilli (Muhaqqiq), Shara’i‘ al-islam fi masa’il al-halal wa-l-haram, 4 vols. (Qum: Nashr-i
Istiglal, 1409/1367sh), 1: 96; Ahmad al-Muqaddas al-Ardabili, Majma® al-fa’ida wa-l-burhan fi sharh
Irshad al-adhhan. ed. Mujtaba al-Traqi, ‘Alipanah al-Ishtihardi, and Husayn al-Yazd], 14 vols. (Qum,
Iran: Mu'assasat al-Nashr al-Islami, 1422), 2: 446-7.

59 See Alipour, “Navigating Body Politics in Shi‘i Legal Tradition.”

60 See, for example, Susannah Cornwall, “Bodily Rights and Gifts: Intersex, Abrahamic Religions and
Human Rights,” Culture, Health and Sexuality 23, no. 4 (2021): 533-47; Max Strassfeld, Trans Talmud:
Androgynes and Eunuchs in Rabbinic Literature (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2022).
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