their allies from the acrivist group Transsex-
ual Menace to bolster their numbers and sup-
port them in their artempt to get the doctors
to rethink their unnecessary interventions.
According to ISNA co-founder and profes-
sor of sociology Morgan Holmes, they were
“asked™ to wear Transsexual Menace shirts.
*The message the medical establishment
received was that there was a2 group of rans
people ready to take them to account,” says
Holmes. “They missed that there were inter-
sex people there to advocate for children’s
issues.” Furthermore, when the docs took
in the T-shirts reading “I'm a rranssexual,”
nobody wanted o speak to them because of
trans-phobia. The bungled opportunity led

Holmes away from activism for years,

an wssue that i widely misunderstood in both
the gay and straight worlds. The mast com-
mon misperception conflates trans and inter-
sex. As rransgender individuals have gained
visibility, people have become less aware of
the specificity of the intersex experience,
Mbessakwini says. Being transgender is

a feeling of a disconnect with one’s assigmed
gender at birth. Some gender discourse fin-
gers biology for this disconnect and miseak-
enly construes intersex as the cause, Even
some wans folks claim an intersex condition
as the reason for their minority gender starus.
In the film Boys Don't Cry, Brandon Tina,

a transgender female-to-male, tries to avoid
being blamed for sexual “deviance” by alleg-
ing, “I'm a hermaphrodire—I can't choose.”

UP TO FIVE TIMES A DAY A CHILD
IN THE U.S. HAS “COSMETIC"
GENITAL SURGERY, ACCORDING
TO THE GROUP BODIES LIKE OURS

Homophobic or trans-phobic backlash is
cause for concern for some with intersex. As
Holmes puts it, people are fearful thar par-
ents will think, Why fix something and align
yourself with the very people vou've been
trying to avoid having your kid became?

Many intersex people believe adding an
I to LGBT is like adding a D for diabetes.
“Adding the 'T" implies that it a behavior
and it’s not; [or] it implies thar it's a gender
identity and it's generally not,” explains
Dnver, who says many of her peers idenfy
as male or female according to the gender
roles they were assigned at birth, In her view,
intersex is a hiological condidon not unlike
diabetes or asthma,

Onhers, such as Eli se Mbessakwini, an
Australian filmmaker, take umbrage with the
idea of intersex as a medical condition akin
to an affliction. She's ome of a few intersex
advocates who claim the label as an identiry
rather than a condition. “The most striking
thing for me is the pathologizing of people’s
bodies,” Mbessakwini says. “So raking
thar term or label and using it as a gender
identiry or sex identity is taking a step away
from being medicalized.”

Mbessakwini helieves thar adding an 1—
empty gesture or not—will raise awareness of

Some people with intersex histories believe
that their determined gender ar birth was
wrong and are moved to correct it by transi-
tioning to the opposite sex. A few of these
people idenrify as rrans; most do not. Con-
versely, a minority of trans discover they're
intersex but don't take it on as an idencty.
Meither inrersex nor transgender are umbrella
terms or subsets of one another

Driver and Mbessakwini both identify a5
“gueer,” as do many others who are intersex,
even withour “same-sex™ parmers. They've
been made to fecl that they inhabit an extra-
arditary body, and therefore align themselves
with other sexual minorities. Other intersex
individuals don’t feel thar way at all. They
think of themselves as sexually straight and
don’t have an experience of being ourside
the gender-binary paradigm.

Despite a shared history of homophobia
and trans-phobia, there arc defining differ-
ences that intersex activists vociferously work
to preserve. One crucial divergence is the lack
of self-determination. lotersex advocates see
transgender individuals as having more con-
trol over their bodies—the sticky difference
being the ability ro decide for oneself as an
LGET adule versus being robbed of that
choice as an intersex infane, “I'm not sure

that people choase ta be trans, but they're
certainly not having their bodies surgically
changed shortly after birth to oy to eliminate
that trans-ness,” Driver says. Inrersex
activists decry the decisions by their parents
and the medical specialists to take away their
right 1o consent (o SeX-assignment surgery.
These surgeries, rypically referred ro as “geni-
tal murilation,” are considered harmful physi-
cally, emotionally, and sexually.

Many with intersex don't struggle with
gender identity; their problems revalve
around shame, secrecy, isolation, and sexual
trauma at the hands of the medical establish-
ment. Intersex activists emphasize these issues
because they inform the specific needs of
intersex people, needs often separate from
those of the LGBT community. The thrust of
the intersex movement is to end unnecessary
genital surgery in infancy, childhood, and
adolescence, Bodies Like Ours states that up
to five imes a day a child in the US. has
“cosmetic™ genital surgery.

But acuvists like Mbessakwini have more
radical ambitions. She’s interested in more
than just eliminating harmful medical
procedures: She wants to change sociery’s
gender constructs so as to acknowledge the
intersex experience—in law and calrre, on
driver’s licenses, passports, marriage certifi-
cates, and bathrooms signs. “All of it is
comstructed on ignoring the real wuth that
intersex has always existed,” she says.

Whether adding | to LGBT is a humble
first step or merely a politically correct ges-
ture, the LGBT movement seems to have the
back of their intersex brethren, At the Gender
Identiry Project ar Mew York City's Lesbian
and Gay Center, Program Director Carrie
Davis received a call recently from a leshian
couple desperarely seeking information on
their intersex newborn. Davis set into motion
a chain of peer support, purting them in
touch with an adule intersex activise, parents
of intersex children, and supportive doc-
tars—possibly averting reassignment surgery.

“lt was a defining moment. This is why
we do this work; not because we believe in
theory...but because we believe in lived bod-
ies," Davis says, “This child isn't poing ro
grow up withour having given consent for
what could have amounted ro mutilanon.”

For activises like Driver, that's good news,
Of course, all this progress hasn’t changed
her dating prospecrs overnighe. But she
knows she's part of the front line, the first
wave, of an intersex hurure, @



