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Mrs. America Is Intersex
Jackie Blankenship, the First Mrs. America From Michigan, Represents the ‘+’ in LGBTQ+
BY ELLEN SHANNA KNOPPOW 

Whatever outdated notions one has 
about the world of pageantry, 
Grand Rapids radio personality 

Jackie Blankenship is here to upend them. 
Blankenship, who in November was crowned 
Mrs. America 2022, counts herself as part of 
the LGBTQ+ community. And while a few 
winners of well-known pageants have been 
openly gay or transgender, Blankenship, as an 
openly intersex individual, is rare. What’s more, 
Blankenship is using her platform as the first 
Mrs. America from Michigan to advocate for 
intersex youth. 

When she was an adolescent, “My friends 
started having their period and having changes 
with their bodies,” Blankenship said.  “And I 
was having the same changes. I was developing 
as a typical female, but I didn’t have a period.”

Blankenship has an intersex condition called 
complete androgen insensitivity syndrome. 
When she was an infant, doctors discovered 
Blankenship had been born without a uterus 
or ovaries; instead, she had internal testes that 
were producing estrogen. Blankenship said 
she wasn’t fully aware of this until she reached 
puberty. 

“Because of a lack of knowledge on conditions 
like mine,” Blankenship said, “doctors urged my 
parents to have them removed. So when I was 
only 15, I had a surgery to have both internal 
testes or gonads removed from my abdomen, 
and was forced on an artificial hormone — a 
patch.”

Out of fear, Blankenship said she didn’t ask 
a lot of questions.

“I was really good about just pretending 
everything was fine,” Blankenship said. “And I 
think that I had a knack for convincing myself, 
‘Yeah, I just had a hysterectomy and everything’s 
normal.’”

Around this time, Blankenship became 
interested in pageantry. She recalled being 
at the mall with her mother where a pageant 
was taking place. Blankenship, who enjoyed 
watching pageants on television, with all their 
fancy dresses and glamor, was enthralled. Her 
parents aren’t “pageant people,” Blankenship 
stressed, and her younger sister didn’t 
understand either. 

“I think there was a part of me that had a very 
important need and urge to be very feminine,” 
Blankenship explained, “because I was at a … 
juncture in my life where I was being told by 
doctors things that made me uncomfortable. 
It made me feel less feminine and because of 

that, I had this urge to do this.” 
In her 20s, Blankenship took a break from 

competing in pageants. She attended college 
on a track and cross-country scholarship and 
got married. Then Blankenship discovered 
the world of “Mrs.” pageantry and pageants 
that are platform-based. However, when she 
explored the idea of competing with a platform, 
Blankenship wasn’t yet ready to speak out about 
being intersex. It wasn’t even until she was 25 
or 26 that she fully understood it. 

“People can be really cruel and say things — 
uneducated things — and I emotionally wasn’t 
in a place where I could handle it,” Blankenship 
said. “If someone said … I wasn’t female enough to 
them, I couldn’t take that kind of backlash. I wasn’t 
there yet.” She chose infertility as her platform.

Blankenship’s  5-year-old daughter, 
Greenleigh, was conceived via in vitro 
fertilization using Blankenship’s sister as 

a surrogate with sperm from Blankenship’s 
husband and donor eggs. Focusing on 
women’s infertility journeys made sense at 
first. Blankenship received an outpouring of 
support from women, yet she said she felt like 
a fraud.

“I didn’t struggle with infertility,” Blankenship 
said. “I had a different issue. Now, I can’t have 
children because of my issue, but it just felt 
like a very different animal altogether. And I 
felt like I was leading people on. Like, ‘Yeah, I 
understand your journey,’ when really, I don’t 
understand their journey and they definitely 
don’t understand mine.”

Blankenship came out publicly in a 2017 
West Michigan Woman blog titled “I Am 
Intersex and I Am Here.” In it, she explained 
that because of her condition she has XY 
chromosomes, which are typically male, but she 
otherwise developed as female. Blankenship’s 

condition represents just one of 44 different 
intersex variations that affect up to 2 percent 
of the population. The response to her first-
person account was tremendous.

“I guess you’d say it kind of blew up in the 
support I got from the LGBTQ+ community 
and the community in general here in West 
Michigan,” Blankenship said. She thought she 
should talk about it more. 

“That’s when I started getting messages, not 
necessarily from other intersex individuals, but 
from parents who wanted to stay anonymous: 
their child was just diagnosed with an intersex 
condition, whether it was mine or a different 
one, and they didn’t know where to turn. And 
after reading my article, they were freaked out 
because their doctor had already suggested 
surgery and their child was only a baby.”

Blankenship supports the work of interACT 
Advocates, an organization that advocates 
for the human rights of children born with 
intersex traits. They believe in putting an end to 
medically unnecessary, nonconsensual intersex 
surgeries. They also believe that improving 
communication is a crucial part of improving 
care for intersex children.

Now comfortable answering questions from 
people who know little about the intersex 
community, Blankenship acknowledges being 
so outspoken is not for everyone.

“It’s up to the individual to come out and talk 
about that if they ever want to,” Blankenship 
said. “And if they don’t want to, that’s fine, too. 
You should never be forced to talk about your 
genitals. And that’s what a lot of this comes 
down to.” 

“Intersex” refers to an individual born with 
reproductive or sexual anatomy and/or a 
chromosome pattern that doesn’t seem to fit 

See Mrs. America, page 26

“ I guess you’d say it 
kind of blew up in 
the support I got 
from the LGBTQ+ 
community and 
the community in 
general here in West 
Michigan.”
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Revisiting the Sex in ‘Shortbus’
How John Cameron Mitchell Used Unsimulated Sex to 
Make Striking Bush-Era Social Statements
BY GEORGE ELKIND

“Let’s face it: monogamy’s for straight 
people,” says Jamie (PJ DeBoy) in one early 
moment in John Cameron Michell’s “Shortbus.” 
The film was restored and rereleased by 
Oscilloscope Laboratories and will screen Feb. 
24 as part of Skin City at Outer Limits Lounge 
in Hamtramck. 

In the movie, Jamie is sitting next to his 
partner James (Paul Dawson) in their sex 
therapist’s precisely decorated, peach-toned 
office. The pair, who’ve been together (and 
exclusive) for some five years, are now 
considering opening up. “We thought we 
should get an impartial opinion from a sex 
therapist,” he adds sheepishly.

Upon the film’s 2006 release, this prospect 
and many of the film’s other features might have 
seemed like a greater provocation than they do 
now. Released in the midst of the more — or 
perhaps just differently — sexually repressive 
Bush years, the movie responded on multiple 
fronts to the climate of its time. Stemming from 
Mitchell’s desire to reclaim onscreen sex from 
porn, “Shortbus” often seems to chafe against 
the overscrubbed confines of then NYC Mayor 
Michael Bloomberg’s New York. 

Featuring an ensemble of smaller-name 
performers f inding their way around 
discontented relationships and boxed-in 
sex lives, Mitchell always works to present 
characters’ discoveries and disappointments as 
work toward self-discovery, illuminating long-
shadowed regions within themselves. Even as 
they seek structure, they learn mostly by doing 
and then discussing: specifically by exploring 
kink, non-monogamy, and increasingly messy, 
blurry, communal approaches to eroticism 
— and then talking about it after. Mitchell’s 
script and direction draws these processes 
out through long bouts and montages of 
unsimulated, adventurous sex: flogging, pissing, 
rapt observation, and large-scale orgies all 
enter into the mix; all are presented, too, as 
something more than natural for anyone to try.

The characters, many finding themselves a 
bit less comfortable, tend to engage in all this 
with an air of awkward hesitation. James and 
Jamie’s repressed couples counselor Sofia Lin 
(she dislikes the term “sex therapist”), played 
by Sook-Yin Lee, best embodies the feeling, 
acting as a new entrant to the technically 
underground, atmospherically free-for-all 
sex salon that gives the film its title. She’s 
in some sense a surrogate for arthouse and 
festival audiences at the time of the film’s 

original release, inviting them 
to venture out along with her 
into worlds of surprise and 
pleasure.

While Mitchell’s approach 
is companionable toward his 
viewers as much as the film’s 
fumbling, earnest characters, 
it bears some signs, too, of a 
gleeful frankness that’s beyond 
either of their reach — and 
other signs also of a winking, 
self-aware voyeur. When a 
trio of guys belts the national 
anthem into each other’s dicks 
and butts, there’s a bemused, 
half-contented directorial gaze 
at work — but also a playful, 
inviting sense of subversion. 

This air of invitation seems 
to be at the heart of the movie’s 
rhetorical aims. Whereas 
Mitchell’s 2001 film “Hedwig 
and the Angry Inch” focused 
on outsiders on the basis of 
identity and circumstance — 
starring an immigrant trans 
woman with desires for a kind 
of alt-pop stardom — the 
playful kinksters in “Shortbus” 
are largely (like much of its 
imagined audience) middle 
to upper class. This reality 
proves more than incidental; 
crucially, it situates them and 
what they do squarely within 
the mainstream while allowing 
them the luxury of time and 
mental bandwidth required for 
intense self-exploration. The 
Shortbus and the film around 

it, then, offer an environment for both viewers 
and characters to explore structured forms 
of play, creating a safe space more akin to an 
adults-only Montessori school than a sex club 
in the old, verboten and underground sense. 
By winnowing the gap between the erotic and 
workaday, the private and public, Mitchell 
makes a case from the same place many a 
queer man would: one that sees desire and 
self-conception as deeply intertwined, but with 
boundaries subject to constant questioning 
and negotiation.

While sex was already featured prominently 
in a range of independent works produced 
around the globe — and the rise of digital 
filmmaking made production of more 
risk-embracing material freshly accessible 
domestically — Mitchell’s determinedly 
lively presentation of onscreen sex between 
his characters feels distinct in its aim and tone. 

By making sex unabashedly its center, 
“Shortbus” argues that a place firmly in the 
mainstream is exactly where such depictions 
belong. Because as so many queer people grasp 
well enough already, without understanding 
desire, it’s impossible to really know who you 
are.

 Mrs. America
Continued from page 12

typical binary definitions of male or female. 
That is, Blankenship and others with intersex 
traits don’t fit in a traditional box when it 
comes to gender. 

Blankenship may be able to “pass” 
without effort, but said she feels welcome 
in the LGBTQ+ community just the same. 
However, Blankenship called it troublesome 
that because she presents herself with so 
much femininity — pageantry and all — 
those who have never met someone who’s 
intersex might not get the full picture.

“I sometimes worry that I make people 
who might not necessarily align themselves 
with the LGBTQ community feel very safe 
because they see me [and] they say, ‘Oh, well, 
that’s intersex. I’m fine with it,’” Blankenship 
said.  “And sometimes it makes me feel a 
little heavy, a little sad, because I worry that 
we need to show more differences. But I’m 
one of the very few that are willing to talk 
about it.”

Raised in Portage, Blankenship, 36, now 
lives in Grandville with her husband, Jimmy 
Blankenship, and their daughter. Along with 
Rachel Gray, she’s half of the “Gray and 
Green Show,” which can be heard mornings 
on 105.3 HOT FM (Blankenship was born 
Jackie Green.) She’s proud of its distinction 
as an all-female show, one that won a 
Michigan Associations of Broadcasters 
award for Best Morning Show. When she’s 
not on air, spending time with family or 
competing in pageants, Blankenship is also 
a competitive runner. 

Blankenship competed in the Mrs. World 
pageant last month but didn’t win the 
title. For her pageantry and her advocacy, 
Blankenship hears often from young people 
who look to her as a role model.

“I’ve really gotten that a lot and it’s a very 
special thing to hear,” Blankenship said. 
“It makes me feel a lot of overwhelming 
emotions because when I was 15 and I had 
that surgery and I felt very alone and I had 
no one to talk to, I would have loved to have 
been able to log onto the internet and see 
someone talking about this [or] to see it in 
media at all. And you didn’t, unless you read 
some sensationalized book like ‘Middlesex.’

“And it’s hard because when you don’t see 
yourself ever portrayed, you feel like you’re 
wrong or you’re so different that no one can 
relate to you,” she added.

Eventually Blankenship found a 
community online, and today she 
understands herself differently. Intersex is 
not a disorder. And she didn’t need medical 
intervention, because her body was fine the 
way it was. 

Blankenship said, “We should look at it 
as kind of freakin’ magical that our bodies 
can be born different than what you think 
you know — and what science has told you 
— because we’ve done so little research.”

Paul Dawson as James and PJ DeBoy as Jamie in “Shortbus.” Photo: Oscilloscope Laboratories




