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Ask what people already know! That can get the audience engaged and set the tone. 
They might have some misinformation, so flag those points to come back to and 
correct as they come up in the slides. 
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Wǳǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ōŜ άƳŀƭŜέ ƻǊ άŦŜƳŀƭŜΣέ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ōŜ 
intersex, either! There are lots of different kinds of traits that can cause someone to 
have a variation in their sex characteristics, but what intersex people have in 
common is that their differences are either present at birth or manifest 
spontaneously at puberty. Intersex refers to physical sex characteristics that are 
different from what we usually think of as a typical male or typical female body ςit is 
not the same thing as being transgender, but an intersex person can be transgender, 
cisgender, LGB, straight, or asexual ςƧǳǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΦ [ŜǘΩǎ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎǎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǎŜȄ ǎƻ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ 
talking about.
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Intersex traits can be chromosomal, meaning that your chromosomes are something 
other than XX or XY ςlike XO, XXY, or XXXY ςor that they are different from what is 
άŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘέ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳǊ ōƻŘȅΣ ǎƻ ȅƻǳ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŀǾŜ ·¸ ŎƘǊƻƳƻǎƻƳŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ 
female phenotype (physical appearance), or XX chromosomes with a typically male 
phenotype.
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Intersex traits can be gonadal. Gonads are organs like ovaries or testes, but the tissue 
starts out with the potential to become either type and can also become a 
combination of tissue types (ovotestes). Sometimes the tissue becomes a type of 
ƎƻƴŀŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǇƘŜƴƻǘȅǇŜ ŀǘ ōƛǊǘƘΣ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜ 
someone with a vulva who later discovers that they have internal testes instead of 
ovaries. You can also have tissue that does not develop into either type ςcalled 
άǎǘǊŜŀƪέ ƎƻƴŀŘǎ ςthat do not produce any hormones.
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Intersex traits can be hormonal. This is where we get into issues like controversy in 
ŀǘƘƭŜǘƛŎ ǘŜǎǘƛƴƎΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ŀ άƴƻǊƳŀƭέ ǊŀƴƎŜ ŦƻǊ ŜǎǘǊƻƎŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǘŜǎǘƻǎǘŜǊƻƴŜΚ ²Ƙŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ 
your body produce? And whatever levels of hormones you produce, how does your 
body respond? In some intersex variations, your body produces testosterone, but 
you are completely insensitive to its effects, so you do not develop the typical 
secondary sex characteristics associated with testosterone, and your body instead 
converts it into estrogen.
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Genital tissue also develops along a spectrum, too. The same tissue can become 
either labia or a scrotum. The same tissue can become either a clitoris or a phallus, 
but if the size falls somewhere in the middle of what is considered typical for either 
one, historically it has been up to individual surgeons to determine what is 
ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ άƴƻǊƳŀƭέ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ άƛƴ ƴŜŜŘ ƻŦ ǎǳǊƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴΦέ Lƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǎŜȄ ƛƴŦŀƴǘǎ ǿŜ 
can see different combinations along these spectrums, and almost none of them 
carry medical consequences. The only urgency is if a child is unable to urinate. 
Outside of that case, any genital surgery on intersex children is enforcing arbitrary 
ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ άƴƻǊƳŀƭŎȅΣέ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴΦ
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This table illustrates some common intersex variations and their mixes of sex 
characteristics. For example, people with Complete Androgen Insensitivity Syndrome 
have XY chromosomes and internal testes, which produce testosterone. Because the 
body is not sensitive to androgens, the testosterone is converted to estrogen, and 
this causes the development of secondary sex characteristics like breasts. There are 
many more variations than the ones listed ςand not everyone agrees on what 
ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŜǎ ŀǎ άƛƴǘŜǊǎŜȄΦέ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΣ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƘȅǇƻǎǇŀŘƛŀǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǳǊŜǘƘǊŀ 
opens somewhere other than the tip of the penis, might be considered intersex, and 
some people with polycystic ovarian syndrome also identify as intersex. 
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(Pause for guesses.)
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These estimates have a wide range in part because of the disagreements over what 
άŎƻǳƴǘǎέ ŀǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǎŜȄΣ ŀǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘΦ 
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1 in 2000 is the approximate number of babies who are born with bodies that look 
ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ άǘȅǇƛŎŀƭέ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƳŀƭŜ ƻǊ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ƛƴŦŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀǘ 
risk for genital-έƴƻǊƳŀƭƛȊƛƴƎέ ǎǳǊƎŜǊȅΦ !ƎŀƛƴΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǳǊƎŜǊƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻǎƳŜǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ 
necessary for any medical purpose. 
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What are some of these unnecessary surgeries, specifically? Gonadectomy ςthe 
removal of gonads such as ovaries or testes, including when they are healthy and 
producing hormones. Taking out hormone-producing gonads means the child must 
be placed on hormone-replacement therapy for the rest of their lives, and can also 
be sterilizing. Gonadectomy is sometimes said to be necessary to prevent the 
development of cancer, but for most intersex people, the risk of gonadal malignancy 
is very low and would not be considered a high enough risk to prompt the organs to 
be removed in someone who was not intersex ςat least not before the individual 
could weigh their options and give consent. Clitoral surgery is intended to reduce the 
ǎƛȊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƛǘƻǊƛǎ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƭƻƻƪǎ ƳƻǊŜ άŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜΣέ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎ ǿƘƻ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ 
these surgeries admit that the purpose is cosmetic and to make the body conform 
more closely to what is expected for a female sex assignment. Clitorectomy, which is 
complete clitoral removal, is said not to be practiced anymore. Vaginoplasty is the 
creation or enlarging of a vaginal opening, which some individuals may desire later in 
life, but it is never necessary to perform this procedure on an infant or young child, 
and doing so will mean the opening must be dilated with solid objects to keep it from 
closing after surgery. This can be deeply traumatic for children, who may not have 
ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ŀ ǾŀƎƛƴŀ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ IȅǇƻǎǇŀŘƛŀǎ άǊŜǇŀƛǊέ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ǎǳǊƎŜǊȅ 
to move the urethral opening to the tip of the penis, and while this might sound 
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relatively benign, this surgery has a very high complication rate that can involve 
extensive damage to both urinary and sexual function. People who have these 
surgeries as children often need multiple follow-up procedures to address 
complications introduced by the first one. 
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These are just some of the risks associated with these procedures when they are 
ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǘΦ 
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Although far from the only risk of these surgeries, there is a significant chance that 
ŀƴȅ ǎǳǊƎŜǊȅ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŜȄ 
assigned might end up enforcing a sex assignment the individual later rejects. 
Depending on the diagnosis, this risk may be relatively low, around 5 percent ςbut 
see the first quote. Is it worth it to not wait until the individual can decide for 
ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΚ 9ǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ ŜƴŘǎ ǳǇ ōŜƛƴƎ άŎƻǊǊŜŎǘΣέ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƛǎǎǳŜ ƴƻƴ-
consensually removed or altered will change the way it looks, feels, and functions in 
ways the individual might not desire, and these changes cannot be undone. 
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In the 1960s, the model of early genital surgery gained traction after a Johns Hopkins 
psychologist, John Money, popularized the theory that gender is malleable in early 
childhood, and that a child can be socialized in any gender if they undergo surgery so 
ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōƻŘȅ άƳŀǘŎƘŜǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘΦ LƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘƭȅΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛǎ 
ƴƻǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŜǾŜǊ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜ άƎŜƴŘŜǊ 
ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅέ ŀƴŘ ƧŜƻǇŀǊŘƛȊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƘŜ 
is famous for ςƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άWƻƘƴκWƻŀƴ ŎŀǎŜέ ςinvolved a patient, David Reimer, 
who had his penis badly burned in a circumcision accident as a baby. Dr. Money 
advised that the best course of action was to raise David as a girl, so he underwent 
ŦŜƳƛƴƛȊƛƴƎ ƎŜƴƛǘŀƭ ǎǳǊƎŜǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǊŜƴŀƳŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ƘƛƳ ŀǎ ά.ǊŜƴŘŀΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ 
case was widely reported as a success for many years, but it came to light later that 
David was never the happy patient Dr. Money reported. Once he learned the truth 
about what was done to him, he transitioned to live as a man, and eventually 
committed suicide. The theory, however, stuck. Intersex children are still operated 
on with the belief that it will make it easier for them to accept their gender 
assignment and psychosocially adjust, though there has never been any proof that 
this is the case. 
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