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Many people have been wondering what does this “I” stand for that has begun to appear (seemingly tacked on) at the end of the short hand for the gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender community GLBT. Well in an attempt to set the record straight: “I” stands for “intersex”. “Intersex” is a term for a group of people that had previously been called “hermaphrodites”. However in this new age of awareness of people’s lived experiences, it has become increasingly aware that such a term is both outdated and incorrect. Intersex (although not perfect) refers to people who have genitals that do not conform to what is typically considered either male or female.

This is not to say that people are walking around with malformed genitals that we could spot a mile off, although this may be the case for some people, this simplification undermines the complexity of the diverse range of intersex conditions.  Some intersex people have chromosomal variations from the norm, some hormonal, some physiological. The frequency of occurrence is surprisingly high.  Some have quoted that up to as many as 1 in 2,000 births have some form of intersex condition, and when we compare this to that of cystic fibrosis; 1 in 2,500; albinism: 1 in 20,000; and achondroplasia (commonly known as dwarfism):  is also 1 in 20,000, we can foresee that one of the main issues surrounding intersex conditions is secrecy. Many people do not know that they have an intersex history, because when a child is born the doctors make a decision to ‘treat’ the child with any number of methods, whereby the child is brought up as either male or female. This is done in the name of the child to prevent trauma later in life.

However increasingly intersex people are coming forward to express their dissatisfaction with the ‘treatment’ they received, usually at great cost: physically and indeed psychologically. The feared trauma that doctors attempted to prevent has been realised in spite of it. But intersex people are not traumatised by the fact that they are intersex, but by the lies that have surrounded them all their lives. Many intersex people only discover their intersex condition by accident later in life. And thus they are compelled to question the motives behind the assignment at birth to one or another sex/gender. 

It is becoming increasingly known that sex/gender is indeed changeable, such as through transgender experiences, and indeed intersex people are thus questioning why we have to be sorted out into one sex/gender or another. Through looking at historical and cross-cultural examples of intersex conditions it is obvious that doctors do not ‘treat’ intersex conditions to prevent trauma in the child but to prevent trauma in a society that insists that we are all male or female, even in the face of evidence to the contrary.

Hence, while many intersex people do not see themselves instinctively tied to the GLBT community, it is time for the GLBT to become aware as members of the wider community that intersex conditions are real, and as we have seen very common. Intersex people are not only campaigning for a change in the ‘treatments’ performed on children, and adults (without informed consent) but offering support for those who discover that they too have an as yet undisclosed intersex condition.  Including “I” along side GLBT is a sign of solidarity among people who have undergone considerable trauma because of the way that our society believes we should live our lives. When our society told us we had to be straight, gay, lesbian and bisexual people said no! When our society said that we are one sex/gender and will stay that way all our life, transgender people said no! Now that society has said that we are all ‘naturally’ male or female, we must stand beside intersex people and say no! 
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