
EXPLORING THE COMPLEXITIES OF SEXUAL 
IDENTITY THROUGH THE DIVINE COMEDY

In my research, I explore the complexities of identity related to sexuality. 
Identity is the sum of all that makes up a person. However, there is a 
difference between self-identity and the identity society may impose 
upon a person. An understanding someone has of themself ultimately 
differs from how society and others perceive them. Of course, societal 
perceptions can influence self-identity. Modern day concepts of 
queerness are more associated with self-identity. People may or may 
not choose labels as a way to identify themselves and help others do the 
same. It is important to note that sexual orientation is not a choice, but 
how people label and relate that orientation to their identity is. 

Self-Identity vs. Societal Identity

Today, more people appear to self-identify through sexuality. There 
are more clearly defined labels than there once were and a robust 
LGBTQ+ community that continues to grow. LGBTQ+ is an acronym 
that stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and any other 
label someone might use to define their sexuality or gender. Until the 
19th century, queer was used as a word to describe someone outside 
of societal norms who was considered odd. It was used as a way to 
disparage homosexual people after the 19th century. Now, the word has 
been reclaimed and is used as an umbrella term to refer to anyone not 
heterosexual or cisgender. It’s also used as verb to question and combat 
norms and binaries.

Modern Concepts of Sexuality

In medieval times, sodomy was a term that society used to perceive 
people. As a punishable, yet common, act, it first appeared that 
someone would not define or understand their self-identity by this word. 
Yet, in my research, I delve into stories that show evidence of people 
who presented their identity in a way comparable to how someone in 
the LGBTQ+ community might. Rolandina Ronchaia, who presented as a 
transwoman, lived in 14th century Florence. She appeared to understand 
her self-identity in a way contradictory to what society forced on her. She 
was tortured before the Office of the Night and sentenced to death as a 
sodomite and prostitute.

Rolandina Ronchaia
My research also considers who Dante places in the circle of sodomites 
in Inferno. Interestingly, he assigns the role of sodomite to his treasured 
mentor Brunetto Latini. However, even though Brunetto is in hell, Dante 
the pilgrim treats him with much kindness and respect. This is different 
from how sodomites in Florence were treated by the Office of the 
Night. Additionally, Dante never mentions directly that Brunetto is a 
sodomite or judges him for it. This is comparable to the modern concept 
of coming-out, which can be a difficult experience. It can increase 
feelings of alterity in members of the LGBTQ+ community to reveal their 
sexuality. Dante does not force Brunetto to reveal or defend his identity 
in a harrowing way. Instead, he accepts Brunetto as he is.

Brunetto Latini

Sexual identity and desire have and will continue to be complex. In 
my research, I aimed to explore the concept of self-identity related to 
sexuality and gender in the medevial period and The Divine Comedy, 
specifically. My goal was to show the complexity, fluidity, and fragility 
of identity and to demonstrate how self-identity is transhistorical. 
Ideas about identity have changed since the 14th century, but have 
also remained consistent. I found in my research that concepts of self-
identity are influenced by societal perceptions dependent on the time 
period. Sexuality was connected to identity in the 14th century and still is 
now. Dante’s treatment of sodomy shows the complexities of sexuality 
and identity.

Conclusion
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In medieval times, homosexuality was not understood in the way we 
understand it now. Many men in medieval Florence engaged in sexual 
intercourse with another man in their lifetime. However, this was not 
defined with the terms we use today. The broad word sodomy was 
used to cover any sexual act that did not result or attempt to result in 
procreation. Sexual acts between men fell under sodomy, but so did 
oral sex, bestiality, and any action involving a minor. In Florence, sodomy 
was punished by the Office of the Night, a group founded to primarily 
punish sexual acts between men. They were fined a fee that increased 
with the number of offenses. Before the Office of the Night, sodomy was 
punished less frequently with more severe penalites.

Queerness in Medevial Florence
I researched what 14th century Florence was like for sodomites to 
contextualize and better understand the society that influenced The 
Divine Comedy. In the first part of the poem, Inferno, Dante places 
sodomites in a circle deeper in Hell than the second circle of Lust. 
Heterosexual lust is a lesser sin than homosexual lust. However, in the 
next part of the poem, Purgatorio, homosexual and heterosexual lust are 
placed on the same level. Like in Inferno, the level of lust is a lesser sin. 
Souls have a chance for redemption from sodomy. Additionally, Dante 
shows an intention to counter the gender binary by making two main 
characters, Virgil and Beatrice, experience multiple gender role reversals. 
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