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Raval Cross-dressing and gender trouble, pg. 161-164

This extract comes from an article that discusses the significance of cross dressing and gender performances in classical Greek and Roman literature. In this section (pages 161-164), Raval discusses Ovid’s character, Iphis, in his Metamorphoses, who gender-performs as a boy until she is required to marry Ianthe, another girl. The article explores the importance of her metamorphoses into an actual male at its end, and the significance of cultural conformity in comparison to our expected nature. 

This section of the article explores how marriage acts to correct Iphis’s performance as a male, as it was possible for her to continue presenting herself as a boy due to her physical appearance not yet revealing her ‘true’ sex. Marriage plays an important role in defining ones masculinity, as Raval notes that being a husband will equate you to being masculine within ancient Rome. Romans viewed masculinity as a part of your identity composed by qualities such as your class status and ethnicity and so it was not strictly based upon anatomy, yet it was still not possible for Iphis to be viewed as masculine while she is a girl. The issue being explored within Iphis’s story is that her true identity as a girl causes conflict with the social dynamic of marriage. It is expected that marriage only occurs between a male and a female for reasons of reproduction and power imbalance. The idea that marriage becomes the only hinderance to Iphis’s gender performance, rather than over things such as puberty, is said to conclude that society majorly acts to construct ones gender identity.

Raval goes on to discuss the focus on nature within the story and how it determines what relationships are acceptable, and how nature should also determine ones sexuality. Raval describes Iphis as viewing her same sex love for Ianthe to be “strange and monstrous” (Raval, pg. 162) because it goes against what is natural. The article argues that, despite Iphis’s passionate reasoning of nature’s role in determining sexuality, it is actually constructed by her culture for her to conform to heterosexuality. Raval creates parallels to the ongoing idea in philosophy that explore natures role in gender and sexuality. Plato particularly creates a similar idea to Iphis with one of his characters who states a relationship between two males is ‘unnatural’ when considering the animal world (Plato’s Laws,836-41). Raval points out that this could have also stemmed further back from Aristotle’s theories of male and female relationships being “instinctual”, suggesting that same-sex relationships go against human instincts and are therefore unnatural (Aristotle, Generation of Animals). Even in modern society there is still debate about homosexuality being ‘unnatural’ because it cannot result in reproduction, this being what Iphis acknowledges as a prominent issue. However, it can be debated that sex isn’t strictly done for reproductive purposes, even for heterosexual couples, although reproduction would have been expected of Iphis and Ianthe. 

The article continues on to focus on the significance of Pasiphae and her love for a bull being used as an example. Raval highlights that the relationship was considered unnatural by Iphis, purely because a human and a beast mating went against all societal morals, however Iphis still considers her situation to be worse as Pasiphae and the bull did not “transgress the sexual paradigm of male-female” (Raval, pg. 162). Raval compares another of Ovid’s stories in his Metamorphoses, book 10, in which Myrhha laments that her incestuous love for her father would be accepted within nature yet is forbidden within society. This stresses the idea that using nature to determine suitable relationships is only applicable when considering gender, and not societal values. Raval states that Iphis considers anatomy to be destiny, and that it is not possible nor acceptable for her to marry Ianthe. The extract pinpoints Iphis’s monologue to be expressive of how Iphis views nature to be the only thing that controls the laws of gender and sex, where even the gods cannot intervene as nature is too strong a force. However the article also suggests that this is proven to be invalid in the ending, where Iphis experiences the metamorphoses into a boy. It is not biology or natural instincts that rule in the end, but the power of her gender-performance that overcomes this, allowing Isis to change Iphis’s gender. 

Within page 164 of the extract, Raval explores how Ovid demonstrates Iphis’s sex change through “cultural signifiers of masculinity” (Raval, pg. 164). The change in Iphis’s features can be categorised as male in comparison to female features, such as a change in hair and strength. The ending lacks a focus on the actual genitals of Iphis, disparaging the fact that Iphis thought that “anatomy is destiny” (Raval, pg. 163). This stresses the influence of cultural ideals as once Iphis’s metamorphoses is complete, it becomes possible for Iphis to marry Ianthe and lead the rest of his life as a man. 

The passage develops an interesting idea of what the story of Iphis actually represents about gender and sexuality, despite how the character of Iphis views it. Raval highlights how Ovid presents cultural constructs to be the most influential factor on gender through the issues Iphis faces when she must marry another girl. Despite gender-preforming as a man, her true gender as a female threatens societal expectations of marriages being strictly heterosexual, however she is still able to overcome this and invalidate, as Raval says, her claims that ‘nature’ is the only reason for her conflict. The idea of ‘nature’ itself has been constructed by her culture, and this can be seen in the ending with the resolution of her gender being permanently changed into a male.
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