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Dear Editor,

This letter introduces Risalah fi al-Ubnah, a remarkable treatise by the ninth-
century Persian physician Muhammad ibn Zakariya al-Razi, which offers a
scientific analysis of gender identity and sexual orientation. Translated by Franz
Rosenthal and published in 1978, this work represents one of the earliest systematic
attempts to explain biological aspects of gender and sexual differences in medical
history.

Employing a rational and evidence-based approach, al-Razi addresses topics
considered taboo in his era, drawing on clinical observations. The treatise holds
significant value for the history of medicine, gender studies, and medical ethics,
serving as a vital resource for interdisciplinary research and contemporary
discussions on gender identity. This letter aims to highlight its importance and
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encourage critical re-examination within modern frameworks.
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This letter aims to introduce a remarkable yet
underappreciated treatise by Muhammad ibn
Zakariya al-Razi (864-930 CE), the eminent Persian
physician and philosopher, titled 'Risalah fi al-
Ubnah (Treatise on Ubnah). Translated by Franz
Rosenthal and published in the "Bulletin of the
History of Medicine" (Volume 52, 1978, pp. 45-60),
this work addresses a range of issues concerning
gender identity and sexual orientation under the
concept of ubnah. As one of the earliest scholarly
attempts to analyze a gender-related phenomenon in
the history of medicine, this treatise merits renewed
attention. The purpose of this letter is to highlight its
historical, scientific, and interdisciplinary
significance for contemporary academic audiences

and to encourage its critical re-examination within
modern frameworks.

Muhammad ibn Zakariya al-Razi, a renowned
ninth-century  physician  celebrated for  his
contributions to empirical medicine and scientific
methodology, engages in this treatise with a subject
largely overlooked or inadequately addressed by his
predecessors. In the introduction, al-Razi underscores
the responsibility of later scholars to refine, elucidate,
and systematize the scattered or ambiguous
knowledge of earlier generations. Identifying a gap in
the discourse on gender and sexual identity, he
adopts a systematic, evidence-based approach to
elucidate the biological underpinnings of these
conditions.
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From the perspective of medical history, “Risalah
fi al-Ubnah” is of profound significance, reflecting
al-Razi’s intellectual courage in addressing taboo
subjects with rationality and freedom from the
prevailing prejudices of his era. Unlike many
medieval medical texts influenced by religious or
cultural biases, al-Razi relies on biological theories
and clinical observations, marking a novel step in the
analysis of gender phenomena. This work holds
value not only for medical historians but also for
scholars of gender studies, medical ethics, and
historical sociology.

In Risalah fi al-Ubnah, al-Razi proposes a
biological theory to explain gender and sexual
differences, positing that the sex and gender
characteristics of an individual depend on the
guantitative and qualitative balance of parental
“semen”. If masculine semen predominates, the
offspring is male, exhibiting pronounced masculine
traits such as robust physique, abundant hair, and
courage. Conversely, the dominance of feminine
semen results in a female offspring with feminine
characteristics. ~ This  explanation  remarkably
prefigures  modern  understandings of  sex
chromosome dominance (X or Y), articulated in the
language of ninth-century science. Al-Razi further
notes that an imperfect balance may lead to
individuals with mixed gender traits—men with
feminine characteristics or women with masculine
ones. He explicitly references intersex individuals,
termed khuntha (hermaphrodites), stating: “Thus, we
find masculine women and feminine men. Among
masculine women, some may experience minimal or
no menstruation and occasionally develop facial hair.
I have observed faint beards and mustaches on
certain women. This is not the only possibility. When
the two semens are nearly equal, with one slightly
predominant, a khuntha may result, and a child may
be born with both male genitalia and a vagina.”

Al-Razi further provides an anatomical analysis of
such cases, observing that in men with feminine
traits, the genitalia, including the penis and testes, are
smaller and tend to retract inward the abdomen. He
suggests that this inward tendency causes the
innervation of the genitalia to shift toward the
rectum, resulting in sexual stimulation and pleasure

in the anal region—a strikingly insightful
embryological and anatomical analysis for its time.
He describes these conditions with detailed
anatomical and physiological observations, asserting
that the size and position of the testes and penis may
indicate the presence or absence of ubnah. This
analysis, grounded in clinical observation and
biological reasoning, reflects a pioneering approach
that is both ingenious and noteworthy within the
context of medieval medicine.

From a historical perspective, Risalah fi al-Ubnah
exemplifies empirical medicine in the medieval
period. Al-Razi integrates Hippocratic and Galenic
biological theories with his clinical observations,
offering a scientific approach to a complex
phenomenon. His assumptions about the role of
semen in determining sex and gender characteristics
demonstrate  remarkable ingenuity, and his
methodology in addressing a socio-sexual
phenomenon with the scientific tools of his time is
commendable. By dismissing irrational narratives
and emphasizing reliable evidence, al-Razi exhibits a
critical stance toward unverified sources.

From the standpoint of medical ethics, the treatise
is particularly significant. Al-Razi approaches the
subject without moral judgment or cultural prejudice,
adopting a humane and objective perspective. This
progressive outlook, rare among contemporary texts,
underscores his forward-thinking approach.

In a contemporary context, Risalah fi al-Ubnah
holds exceptional relevance due to its focus on topics
central to modern discussions of gender identity and
sexual orientation. As one of the few medieval texts
to specifically address gender differences and attempt
to explain them within a scientific framework, it
serves as a valuable historical document for tracing
the evolution of gender concepts. In an era when
gender identity and sexual orientation are pivotal
topics in medical, psychological, and sociological
discourse, this treatise offers a unique perspective for
interdisciplinary inquiry.

Moreover, the treatise is significant for historical
sociology, as it illustrates how a medieval society
grappled with gender and sexual differences.
Analyzing this work alongside contemporaneous
literary, legal, and religious texts can enhance our
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understanding of cultural attitudes and their influence
on medical thought. From an ethical perspective, al-
Razi’s non-judgmental and scientific focus provides
a model for contemporary discussions on patient
autonomy and non-discriminatory healthcare.

The treatise also has educational applications in
medical, history of science, and gender studies
curricula. Incorporating it into medical history
courses can help students appreciate how past
scholars navigated complex issues within the
scientific and cultural constraints of their time.
Critical analysis of the treatise alongside modern
texts can enrich academic discourse in areas such as
gender health, social justice, and the history of
science. For instance, comparing al-Razi’s work with
contemporary research on the biology of sex and
gender can foster discussions on the interplay of
biological, environmental, and social factors in
shaping gender identity.

From a research perspective, the treatise opens
avenues for interdisciplinary investigation. Scholars
may employ qualitative methods, such as textual
analysis and historical comparison, to explore its
influence on subsequent medical texts, or
quantitative methods, such as statistical analysis of
gender-related terminology in medieval texts. New
translations and critical annotations of the treatise
could enhance global access to this work, further
solidifying al-Razi’s legacy as a pioneer of empirical
medicine.

Risalah fi al-Ubnah by Muhammad ibn Zakariya
al-Razi stands as a testament to the inquisitive and
innovative mind of this distinguished Persian
physician. Despite the scientific limitations of its
time, the treatise represents a bold attempt to

scientifically elucidate complex human phenomena.
Its introduction to contemporary audiences can
revive interest in  medical history, foster
interdisciplinary dialogue, and encourage scholars to
re-examine classical texts through a modern lens. We
propose that this work be recognized as a key
resource in the study of medical history, gender
studies, and medical ethics, serving as a catalyst for
further research in these fields.

Conclusion

The Risalah fi al-Ubnah by Muhammad ibn
Zakariya al-Razi stands as a remarkable testament to
the intellectual courage and empirical approach of
this pioneering Persian physician in addressing
complex and taboo subjects such as gender identity
and sexual orientation. Grounded in clinical
observations and biological reasoning, this treatise
represents a forward-thinking contribution to
medieval medicine while remaining relevant to
contemporary discussions on gender and medical
ethics. A critical re-examination of this work within
modern interdisciplinary frameworks can enrich
academic discourse in the history of science, gender
studies, and medical ethics. We propose that this
treatise be recognized as a key resource in
educational curricula and future research, further
solidifying al-Razi’s legacy as a trailblazer in
empirical medicine.
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