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ABSTRACT 
Liberal Democracy is commonly understood as the political system which grants the most personal freedom and even supports 
and encourages individuality of its citizens. However, when looking at the popularity of sex assignment surgeries (SAS) it is 
questionable if liberal democracy really lives up to its promise. These surgeries, which aim to binarize the genitalia of people born 
with intersex genitalia, are not only medically unnecessary but also painful and often permanently hinder the ability to feel sexual 
pleasure in the genitalia. Why would people who are free to be themselves, and supported in being themselves, undergo such a 
procedure? This question will make the research question of this paper more tangible: Does liberal democracy truly grant 
individuality? To investigate this question two philosophers, Michel Foucault and Kwame Appiah, and their relevant concepts will 
be introduced. Then, their accounts will be applied to the case study of SAS. From there, the paper will use both sides' arguments 
to analyse the role of liberal democracy in granting individuality, eventually concluding that normalization and other mechanisms 
of disciplinary power must be actively countered by liberal democracies in order to ensure real individuality. 
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Human nature is not a machine to be built after a 

model and set to do exactly the work prescribed for it, 

but a tree, which requires to grow according to the 

tendency of the inward forces which make it a living 

thing. - J. S. Mill (1998, p. 66)  

INTRODUCTION 
 
Let us begin by introducing Emma. Married to a man 
at age 19, Emma was dissatisfied with the sexual 
pleasure he could give her. Therefore, Emma initiated 
and maintained sexual relationships with multiple 
women on the side. The clue? Emma was raised as a 
female but was born with both a " (...) penis-size 
clitoris and a vagina, which made it possible for 
him/her to have 'normal' heterosexual sex with both 
men and women" (Fausto-Sterling, 1993, p.23). 
Thereby, Emma falls into the category of an intersex 
person, which is defined as an "individual who 
deviates from the Platonic ideal of physical 
dimorphism at the chromosomal, genital, gonadal, or 
hormonal levels." (Blackless et. Al., 2000, p. P. 151). 
Defined more simply, intersex means not fitting into 
the binary of male and female bodies, which can be on 
genital, hormonal or other physical levels. 

Emma was part of a series of interviews with 
intersex people conducted by Hampton and Young 
(1937) in the early 20th century. S/he, and other 
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intersex participants in this study reportedly wished for 
no change in their bodies. Nowadays, however, 
intersex people with non-binary genitalia like Emma 
often undergo a so-called 'sex assignment surgery' 
(SAS). During the last decades, especially after the 
Second World War with the re-emergence of the 
traditional nuclear family roles, a relative carefreeness 
was replaced increasingly by a new rigid belief that 
without genital surgery, intersex people with 
ambiguous genitalia would be "(...) hopeless 
psychological misfits doomed to live always as a 
sexual freak in loneliness and frustration" (Dewhurst 
& Gordon, 1969, p. 28; Fausto-Sterling, 1993). Today, 
the WHO has classified genital ambiguities, and other 
intersex conditions, as medical abnormalities that 
ought to be medically corrected and 'normalized' 
(Boyle et al., 2005). While such a rapid change of 
attitude seems eerie to begin with, the procedure of 
SAS and its consequences double this impression: 
most surgeries lead to a partial or complete lack of 
potential for sexual pleasure in the genitals, and often 
entail painful and long-term practices like dilating 
'underdeveloped' vaginas over the course of months. 

While this case will be elaborated upon in the 
following section, a significant discrepancy can 
already be made out when opposing the case of SAS 
to the fundamental values and promises of liberal 
democracy. Liberal democracy prides itself on 
supporting individuality: the freedom to live life and 
exist as chosen by oneself (Mill, 1998; Macleod, 
2018). How is the promise of individuality being 
supported and nourished reconcilable with the urge to 
adapt one's body to a dominant binary, at the cost of 
sexual pleasure and bodily comfort? After all, SAS are 
not a solution to any actual medical problem (Boyle et 
al., 2005). Facing this discrepancy, the following 
fundamental question poses itself: Does liberal 
democracy truly grant individuality to its citizens? 

This question, the present paper's research 
question, will be discussed with the help and in the 
light of SAS, which pose a tangible case study to 
ground the abstract discussion and arguments of this 
paper in real life. It may at first appear odd to discuss 
a case study which affects a comparatively small 
amount of people when investigating a claim about 
liberal democracies as a whole. However, when 
questioning the actual accessibility of individuality, it 

is necessary to look specifically to cases of deviance 
from societal norms, meaning to the tail ends of the 
societal bell curve, because individuality only truly 
exists when it can also clash with what is considered 
normal. This consequentially requires investigating 
groups which are relatively marginal in number. 
Hence, a supplementary research question is posed 
which concerns SAS specifically and will help 
approaching the research question at hand in a tangible 
manner: Are SAS reconcilable with the promise of 
individuality in liberal democracies? 

Investigating the questions at hand is 
significant in two ways: firstly, as of now, there is an 
increasing popular disillusionment with liberal 
democracies (V-Dem Institute, 2018). In such times, it 
is crucial to face their issues head-on instead of only 
restating their fundamental promises. Their 
unfulfillment only makes people lose their faith in the 
functionality of the political system even more. 
Experiences of intersex people, for example, must be 
taken into account when debating the actual 
functionality of the current political system, and may 
help to detect large-scale shortcomings which create 
dissatisfaction. Secondly, with several states now 
allowing a third sex option in legal documents, the 
intersection of liberal democracy and the concept of 
binary sex is a political hot spot right now, and their 
relationship should be critically discussed 
(Bundesverfassungsgericht, 2017).  

This paper will first conceptualize the idea of 
individuality in liberal democracies and outline the 
case study of SAS. Then, Kwame Appiah's and Michel 
Foucault's stances on individuality in liberal 
democracies will be introduced, before both research 
questions will be answered from their respective 
positions. Having established two contradictory 
answers to the leading questions, a discussion will 
ensue in which I analyse the legitimacy of both 
accounts and give my own opinion on the issue, 
concluding that the case of SAS exemplifies how 
individuality remains significantly constrained even in 
liberal democracies.  

PRELUDE: THE LIBERAL PROMISE OF 
INDIVIDUALITY  

Liberalism and Liberal Democracy cannot be 
monolithically defined, wherefore this paper will 
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utilise Held's (2006) account of liberal democracy and 
Mill's (1998) account of individuality. Held (2006) 
defines liberal democracies, which are democracies 
based on liberalism, as "(...) united around the 
advocacy of a constitutional state, private property and 
the competitive market economy", attempting to 
uphold "the values of freedom of choice, reason and 
toleration" (p. 71). A central part of the liberal interest 
is therefore the freedom of the people from 
government interference. While a state with coercive 
power has to exist in order to secure freedom, law, and 
security, it must not interfere with the "(...) political 
and social freedoms of individual citizens, with their 
pursuit of their particular interests" (p. 71). This 
freedom from interference and freedom of pursuit of 
one's own interest is best expressed in Mill's (1998) 
concept of individuality: it can be defined as freedom 
of character, which means being given space to 
discover and develop one's own life (Held, 2005, p. 72; 
Mill, 1998, p. 64; Macleod, 2018). Mill (1998) 
beautifully illustrates this concept in the quote placed 
at the beginning of this paper. This idea of 
individuality has gradually found its way into the very 
centre of liberal democratic theory and is considered 
the key to achieve dignity and live a good life (Held, 
2005; Macleod, 2018). 

CASE STUDY: SEX ASSIGNMENT SURGERIES  

In 2017, the German Federal Constitutional Court 
decided that alongside the binary sexes of 
male/female, there should be a third option available: 
divers, which means 'diverse' in English 
(Bundesverfassungsgericht, 2017). The main reason 
for introducing this option was the insight that the 
acknowledgement of a person's sexual identity is 
crucial for human dignity as well as necessary to allow 
for self-determination. Nonetheless, genitals which do 
not fit into the sex binary are still listed in the WHO 
international classification of diseases - categorised as 
deformity and anomaly (Boyle et al., 2005). 
Furthermore, in 2006 the endocrinological societies of 
the US and EU decided to replace the terms 'intersex' 
and 'hermaphrodite' with the term disorder of sex 
development (Feder, 2009). Considering this 
medicalisation of intersex conditions, it is not 
surprising that there are routinised sex assignment 
surgeries (SAS), which adjust the genitalia to the 

standard sex binary (Boyle et al., 2005). Around 1-2% 
of live births fall into the broad category of intersex, 
which includes hormonal and chromosomic ambiguity 
(Blackless et al., 2000). There are no reliable numbers 
of how many of these births have ambiguous genitalia 
- however, of the 1-2% of intersex births, a tenth10 % 
(i.e. an overall 0.1-0.2%) receive SAS in the course of 
their life. 

When talking about SAS, a distinction is 
made between the surgeries on babies, and the 
surgeries conducted on adults who can give consent 
(Feder, 2009). On the one hand, SAS on babies is hotly 
debated but mostly condemned (Human Rights Watch, 
n.d.). Many people demand to prohibit these surgeries 
until the children are of age and can theoretically give 
informed consent to the procedure. On the other hand, 
SAS on adults are not very present in popular 
discourse and lack research about their effects and 
appeal. This illustrates the perceived distinction 
between the outraging 'non-consensual' surgeries on 
babies, and the 'consensual' surgeries done on adults 
(Feder, 2009). However, this delineation is quite 
problematic: the fact that adults 'choose' to go under 
the knife does not make it less necessary to critically 
discuss these decisions, since "cultural imperatives are 
likely to impinge on expert advice about adult surgery 
and on decisions to accept it" (p. 230). 

The need to critically examine and discuss 
the motives for subjecting oneself to SAS becomes 
evident when looking for example at their effects: 
firstly, significant scarring of genitalia is often 
accompanied by loss of sexual sensation and medium 
to intense pain during sexual intercourse, especially 
when female genitalia were the outcome of the SAS 
(Creighton, 2001; May, Boyle, & Grant, 1996). 
Secondly, for example female sex assignment often 
requires vagina dilation with manual dilators, which is 
not only painful but also takes up to several months - 
and may have to be a lifetime commitment to repeated 
painful dilation to keep the now 'normal'-sized vagina 
open (Boyle et al., 2005). 

SAS are medically unnecessary (Human 
Rights Watch, n.d.). So why are they so popular and 
widespread? Boyle et al. (2005) interviewed patients 
before and after their surgeries, to take notes on their 
motivations and post-surgery experiences. The 
motivations can be classified in three overarching 
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categories. Firstly, some patients perceive their non-
binary genitalia as freakish and monstrous and are 
entirely uncomfortable with their appearance. 
Secondly, the majority of interviewed patients wanted 
to prepare their body for a serious relationship in the 
future - this, for them, included being able to have 
sexual relations in a 'normal' way. They thought in a 
binary way: do a SAS and get a partner, or do not do 
SAS and be unable to initiate and maintain a 
relationship. Thirdly, some patients did not have a real 
intrinsic motivation to undergo SAS. They report that 
their doctors told them it was standard procedure in 
their cases, and that there was no real question if 
undergoing SAS is wanted or necessary. Boyle et al. 
(2005) then sum up these motives as being symptoms 
of underlying, "(...) dominant ways of making sense of 
the world," which "(...) appears to shape both the 
desire for genital surgery and its medical provision" (p. 
583). This supports Feder's (2009) aforementioned 
thesis that cultural imperatives are at work in the 
facilitation and promotion of SAS. 

Considering the implication of this case 
study, namely that compelling social forces and 
thought paradigms are the underlying reason for the 
prevalence of SAS, and knowing the liberal idea of 
individuality, the aforementioned question now 
explicitly poses itself: Is the existence of SAS 
reconcilable with the promise of individuality in 
liberal democracies? By investigating this question, 
the overarching question of this paper can be 
approached without relying on abstract speculating: 
Does liberal democracy truly grant individuality to its 
citizens? Two philosophers will now take a stand on 
both research questions.  

APPIAH: LIBERAL DEMOCRACIES ENABLE 
INDIVIDUALITY  

Appiah (2001) argues that rather than Mill's (1998) 
image of a plan of life that every individual can make 
out by themselves, everybody under liberal democracy 
is free to develop a unique identity. Identity, for him, 
refers to what we live as, an expression of who one is 
(Appiah, 2001). Naturally, this definition is not 
congruent with the modern image of identity, which is 
defined as social identity categories like gender, race 
and sexual orientation. Appiah instead describes 
identity as consisting of two dimensions: for one, the 

collective identity, which is the result of social identity 
categories. For example, a collective identity would be 
shaped by the social norm and expectations for a white 
lesbian woman, a black man, and so on - these 
intersectional categories are influential to different 
degrees on the people within those categories. The 
second dimension is the personal dimension which is 
made up of character traits: how intelligent one is, how 
charming, possessive, or talkative. 

Appiah's (2001) identity, the sum of these 
two layers, is what structures an individual’s sense of 
life. To explain this thesis, he introduces a new 
conception of self-creation, which is located in the 
golden middle of authenticity and existentialism. The 
authenticity conception of the self maintains that one 
must discover a hidden Self and stay true to it. The 
existentialist conception maintains that there is no 
inherent Self, and one must create one's self from the 
bottom up. Appiah disagrees with both and argues that 
identity is something that is deliberately created by a 
person but is always created in response to fixed 
circumstances on which one has no influence on. One's 
self-creation must make sense given the cards one is 
dealt - but one can choose how to play them, and what 
to add to them. Self-creation is "(...) tied to something 
out of our control, (...) a creative response to our 
capacities and our circumstances" (p. 325). For 
example, while someone cannot choose their sexual 
orientation or certain disabilities, their interpretation 
and the environment's response to it, one does have the 
choice in how far to conform to the respective 
stereotype, and the capability to transform whatever 
traits one has into a great and rare art - one's 
individuality.  

Having established the process of self-
creation and individuality, it is time to turn to its 
facilitating framework: liberal democracy. According 
to Appiah (2001), a liberal democracy puts the quest 
of self-creation at its centre, and "tries to construct a 
state and society within which it is possible". To fulfil 
this vision, a state has to facilitate negative and 
positive freedom. Firstly, negative freedom as defined 
by Isaiah Berlin (1959) describes freedom from 
interference in one's life. Only requiring negative 
liberty, and to the full extent, is however a misguided 
quest: the government is not an enemy of freedom, but 
an ally (Appiah, 2001). A state aiming to allow and 
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promote self-creation also needs to provide support 
and enable: while a hands-off approach has its 
benefits, the real freedom to self-realisation only 
comes with education, welfare and other state-
sponsored assistances. This is in support of positive 
liberty: the freedom to do something (Berlin, 1959). 
Most people simply need to be enabled and supported 
in this endeavour. Appiah (2001) also immediately 
shoots down the major objection to positive liberty, 
raised by Berlin himself, that positive liberty is a 
breeding ground for state manipulation and other top-
down abuses: "If a person possesses any tolerable 
amount of common sense and experience," Appiah 
quotes Mill (1998) saying, "his own mode of laying 
out his existence is best." (p. 75). In sum, Appiah 
(2001) hence argues that liberal democracy is the 
system which explicitly and best facilitates its subjects' 
self-creation of their individuality.  

Appiah's take on SAS  

The case study raised the question if the prevalence of 
SAS is reconcilable with individuality. Appiah (2001) 
would argue that SAS are perfectly reconcilable and 
even supportive of his model of individuality under 
liberal democracy. Appiah would consider intersex 
genitalia a card one is simply dealt, which can however 
be framed and re-framed according to the individual's 
wishes in the process of their self-creation. To 
recapitulate, Appiah argues that the circumstances of 
life on which a person has no influence on are the basis 
on which people create their individuality. Intersex 
genitalia, to him, is one of the pre-set conditions one 
can simply have. From this starting point, Appiah's 
theory highlights a choice. Do you refuse to align with 
the binary, or do you choose to conform to the standard 
of the sex binary? 

On the one hand, Appiah (2001) would 
condemn the SAS on babies. They are not yet rational 
beings who are able to create a life for themselves - 
following Mill (1998), Appiah (2001) explicitly 
condemns the act of imposing values and expectations 
on another person's existence because it counters the 
whole idea of self-determined individuality. On the 
other hand, Appiah would support the option of adults 
choosing SAS surgeries. He therefore would uphold 
the distinction between consensual and non-
consensual surgeries. Concerning consensual 

surgeries, it is up to every individual to handle and 
respond to their given cards in ways they deem fit. If 
their individuality requires having binary genitalia, 
then SAS is a support that grants them this possibility. 
To elaborate, Feder (2009) claims that while medicine 
should work to ensure health and support human 
flourishing, its support for and performance of SAS 
shows that it has become a monster which creates and 
imposes an ideal of normality on people. Appiah 
(2001) would entirely disagree: SAS are an option, a 
lucky medical possibility, which grants human 
flourishing by supporting individuals to whom it is 
important to fit into the sex binary. SAS, in fact, are a 
tool, a support, to free self-creation.  

What about the objection that the hegemony 
of the norm pressures people into feeling like they 
need to undergo SAS? Appiah (2001) would have two 
arguments at his disposal to counter this objection to 
his stance. For one, as already illustrated, imposing 
moral values and opinions on others is illegitimate in 
a society of individuality. Furthermore, Appiah urges 
to trust the people, who all have at least minimal 
common sense and rationality, to choose for 
themselves. If people choose SAS, it is them 
responding to the circumstances of their life in their 
own, unique way, and create a Self from it that makes 
sense to them. Hence, besides the illegitimacy of 
universalising and imposing certain views of right and 
wrong, it must be acknowledged that each person is the 
master of their own ship, the captain of their own soul 
- and no one is better suited to steer. Ultimately, 
therefore, the existence of SAS and the seemingly 
pressured individuals who choose it do not pose a 
threat to the fact that liberal democracy promotes 
individuality. In fact, it may even pose a primary 
example of self-creation.  

FOUCAULT: DISCIPLINARY POWER'S 
CONSTRAINT ON INDIVIDUALITY  

To outline Foucault's hypothetical take on 
individuality in liberal democracies, three of his ideas 
will be addressed: disciplinary power, normalising 
judgement, and self-creation. Firstly, Foucault 
introduced a new conception of power in his works 
which exists alongside the common understanding of 
power as coercive. Two central characteristics of this 
preconception must be addressed to be able to 



 

Amelie Burchardt 

 

14  
  

approach the research question. Firstly, power is 
constructive (Taylor, 2014). It creates through 
practices and discourses the way in which subjects 
behave and conceive of themselves and their 
surroundings (Gutting & Oksala, 2019; Taylor, 2014). 
It therefore does not limit and constrain liberty and 
individuality, but rather creates individuals in a way 
that they are located within societal constraints 
(Taylor, 2014). Consequentially, these norms which 
are imposed on the people feel so authentic, natural, 
and often also intrinsic that they do not consider 
alternative social options: they are being "(...) molded 
to desire only that which is considered appropriate to 
desire" (Taylor, 2014, p. 77). Secondly, this power is 
not centralized. One may like to imagine that such a 
covert power originates from a mastermind with 
dystopian, Orwellian goals. However, Foucault 
understands power as something dispersed all 
throughout society, located in social groups, 
institutions and traditions (Gutting & Oksala, 2019). 
Power is a network, and while it does have specific 
aims, it is not stemming from or supervised by an 
instigator.  

Aside from this general reimagination of 
power, Foucault gave more specific accounts of 
constructive power in different areas of social life. One 
of them, stemming from his analysis of the prison 
system, is disciplinary power (Gutting & Oksala, 
2019). He argues that instead of the old system of 
punishment, where laws were the standard of right and 
wrong and transgressions were more or less 
draconically punished, a much more effective system 
rose in modern societies: disciplinary power. With the 
help of various techniques of control, people can be 
held in line without the perils of physical coercion and 
violence: people are now "(...) controlled not only as 
objects of discipline but also as self-scrutinising and 
self-forming subjects" (Gutting & Oksala, 2019, §40). 
While individuals are indeed disciplined from the 
outside, they also internalise this discipline, and aim to 
create themselves according to it.  

One of the specific mechanisms by which 
disciplinary power works towards its primary goal of 
nullifying deviance is normalising judgment (Gutting 
& Oksala, 2019). This technique of control is focused 
on deviance and ensuring that deviant people are 
realigned with society's norms. Modern societies have 

defined standards and norms for almost everything, 
from medicine over education to sexuality. The 
existence of such a norm is allowing a categorisation 
of people as normal versus abnormal, the latter of 
which may seek treatment or other forms of help. 
These norms, it must be reminded, do not appear to the 
subjects as imposed from the outside and disciplining. 
Rather, they are internalised by people and held up as 
truth, which leads to people adopting and 
understanding these standards as their own, willingly 
submitting to correction. Disciplinary power therefore 
ensures adherence of all people to a certain norm, 
without making them feel like they are coerced into a 
set of rules that is external to them. In the case of a 
failure to meet the norm, individuals will perceive it as 
their own shortcoming (Taylor, 2014). This 
disciplining through imposing societal standards or 
norms is called normalisation, and results in members 
of a society adhering to confines of the societal norms.  

While Foucault's disciplinary society thereby 
paints a dark picture in terms of individuality, it also 
has to be noted that in other works, Foucault 
emphasises the power of subjects to partake in, or take 
over, their creation. They are not agency- and hopeless 
in the face of disciplinary power. In fact, the best way 
to oppose disciplinary power and society is to engage 
in self- creation and exploring ways to live and think 
outside of the prison (Gutting & Oksala, 2019). 
Authentic individuality, therefore, is the remedy for 
discipline. Nonetheless, it is challenging to become 
aware of the disciplinary power one is under, which 
renders resistance such as individuality more of an 
error term than a regular occurrence (Foucault, 1998). 
And without resistance there is no genuine 
individuality: disciplinary power "(...) changes the 
space of possibilities for personhood.” (Feder, 2009, 
p.235). Therefore, despite acknowledging the 
possibility and desirability of self-creation, Foucault's 
answer to the research question would likely be the 
following: disciplinary power, which is found in any 
modern state, covertly creates people after a norm by 
disciplining them and giving rise to internal self-
discipline. Considering these forces, which lead to a 
person's normalisation, individuality cannot exist 
authentically - unless active awareness is followed by 
resistance and self-creation.  
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Disciplinary power constrains individuality. 
But what is the role of the liberal democracy in this 
constraint? On the one hand, Foucault points out that 
no one is actively steering disciplinary power. It is 
simply a feature of modern societies that has passively 
developed. Therefore, it does not signify corruption of 
liberal democracy per se. In fact, it can be argued that 
liberal democracy, through granting negative and 
positive liberty, is the state form which best supports 
individuality: when people do break out of the 
disciplinary control, liberal democracy provides them 
with the best support for their individuality: for 
example, they use little to no traditional power and 
coercion. Hence, liberal democracy is not at fault for 
disciplinary power, but is of merit to real individuality 
by giving the opportunity for authentic self-creation to 
the ones who overcome it. 

On the other hand, however, there is a certain 
hypocrisy to the liberal promise of individuality which 
can be quite dangerous if unexamined: it conveniently 
plays into the hands of disciplinary power. This is 
because one of disciplinary power's greatest strength is 
that people who are subjected to it do not experience it 
as coercion. Liberal democracy, by creating and 
upholding a mirage of individuality and freedom of 
self-creation, too easily glosses too easily over the 
constraints created by disciplinary power. Thereby, it 
supports the imperceptibility of disciplinary power. 
Therefore, the role of liberal democracy is ambivalent: 
on the one hand, it supports the self-creation of rebels, 
on the other hand, its ideological promise of 
individuality may serve to cover up the constraints 
which people are subjected to.  

Foucault on SAS: The Inauthenticity of Individuality  

The case study raised the question if people can be 
considered supported in their individuality as 
promised by liberal democracies, considering that 
people undergo SAS. For Foucault, the case of SAS 
would demonstrate how disciplinary power creates 
subjects after a certain standard image, in this case by 
pushing intersex people to conform to the standard of 
the sex binary - limiting their realistic freedom of self-
development, and hence their individuality. First off, 
medical power according to Foucault (1996) is the 
primary contributor to normalisation. Instead of being 
solely concerned with health, hospitals and medicine 

also create a norm for the body. Therefore, medicine 
became more and more concerned with and involved 
in the "(...) physical and moral relations of the 
individual and the society in which he lives” (Feder, 
2009, p. 234), which shows how medicine expanded 
its area of interference beyond the concern of health. 
Normality became the new health, and medicine 
became its primary facilitator. This manifests for 
example in the aforementioned WHO and ES 
documents, which classify intersex genitalia as an 
abnormal condition even though it is not a matter of 
health.  

Then, the newly established deviance is 
disciplined, meaning that disciplinary power, through 
institutions like hospitals and internalisation of norms 
into individual's minds, urges people to comply. 
Intersex people become aware of the gap between the 
social, medical norm and their own body. This 
divergence is then perceived as a personal 
shortcoming. SAS, then, is the result of intersex people 
seeking help in disciplinary institutions to adjust 
themselves- which according to Foucault, as already 
stated, is the natural response to 'shortcomings' and 
deviances because the 'fault' is placed in oneself rather 
than the coercive norms. Adapting to them feels like a 
genuine choice, something that is internally wanted. 
This internalized guilt for deviance can be seen in the 
testimonials mentioned in the case study: seeing one's 
own body as deviant to the extent that it appears 
monstrous, having a doctor that makes it appear like a 
medical necessity, and feeling like one would 
disappoint future lovers. One of the interviews even 
directly described that her mind's view on her own 
body was " (...) like a prison', caging her in a mental 
straitjacket which made her hate and detest her body 
(Boyle et al., p. 579). Therefore, it can be concluded 
that Foucault would interpret SAS as perfectly 
demonstrating how disciplinary power creates subjects 
after a certain standard image.  

DISCUSSION: UNIFYING APPIAH AND 
FOUCAULT INTO ADVICE FOR LIBERAL 
DEMOCRACIES  

Considering the case of SAS, can we say that liberal 
democracies allow and enable individuality of their 
subjects? First, let us recap repeat the stances of 
Appiah and Foucault. For Appiah, liberal democracy 
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is the system which explicitly and best optimally 
facilitates its subjects' individuality. To him, the 
existence of SAS poses an example of self-creation in 
the face of given circumstances, thereby supporting his 
answer to the research question. Foucault, on the other 
hand, would argue that under disciplinary power, 
which is part of modern states, individuality cannot 
exist authentically. The case of SAS, to him, perfectly 
demonstrates how disciplinary power covertly works 
to create subjects after the ideal of a certain norm.  

I argue that the case study at hand suggests 
that disciplinary power is prominent in society. Not 
only does Foucault's account allow for an explanation 
of the nuances in intersex people's stated motivations 
for SAS, it also integrates perfectly with the 
sociological literature on SAS, which also claims that 
these motivations are to be seen critically and suggest 
a link to things like cultural imperatives or dominant 
ways of thinking . This seamless dovetailing of 
Foucault's philosophical account and the 'real' 
sociological studies make a strong case in favour of his 
argument for disciplinary power. Therefore, I agree 
with Foucault's stance that under disciplinary power, 
which is omnipresent in society, people are only free 
to be normal - meaning free to develop individuality 
within the constraints of 'normality'. This, without a 
question, is an inauthentic individuality when 
compared to Mill's original conception, and what 
Appiah promises to come out of liberal democracy. I 
therefore conclude that SAS shows that disciplinary 
power exists and is significantly influential. 
Consequentially, Individuality is constrained even in 
liberal democracies.  

However, this does not mean that Appiah's 
account must be abandoned. His arguments about 
individuality being best supported in a liberal 
democracy can still be true: for the people who break 
out of the disciplinary influence, as already stated 
before, liberal democracy might indeed be the best 
support system to make use of the new freedom by 
creating a real individuality. Furthermore, the fact that 
liberal democracy theoretically allows for such 
individuality creates the possibility of there being 
heroes of individuality, who embody their own self-
creation and raise awareness about resisting 
normalisation. For example, the existence of identity 
politics, which is focused on subverting societal 

stereotypes and refusing normalisation, is often linked 
to the emergence of liberal democracies (Heyes, 
2018). Liberal democracies are considered the premise 
for occurrences such as identity politics which 
ultimately empower and support the breaking of norms 
and subversion of assimilatory forces. Therefore, 
liberal democracies may facilitate the 'awakening' 
from disciplinary domination by granting individuals 
freedom of self-creation, from where they can also 
inspire others.  

Fusing both author's accounts paints the 
following picture: disciplinary power exists and 
coerces people effectively to only move within a 
clearly delineated field of possibilities for their 
individuality. However, this domination is not 
absolute, and people can resist normalisation - in 
which case liberal democracy is the best system to 
support their new-found freedom, which also creates 
inspiration for others to follow. The remaining 
question is only in how far, and how easily, people can 
make this step back from normalisation. Here lies the 
actual main divergence of both authors: Appiah too 
talks about imposed constraints and expectations 
stemming from society too, however, he grants his 
individuals a much bigger extent of personal agency. 
While Foucault says that the covertness of discipline 
makes it rare that people see it as an external constraint 
and resist, Appiah gives much more awareness to his 
subjects, who can look at expectations towards them 
from a distance and then 'pick and choose' where they 
comply and where they resist. Again, the example of 
SAS here gives grounds to make a founded judgement. 
The testimonies of individuals' motivations to undergo 
SAS suggest that this stepping back is in fact much 
harder than Appiah makes it out to be, because the 
norms are so deeply embedded in people's thoughts - 
it is like a distorting lens you do not realise you wear.  

The role of liberal democracies is 
consequentially as ambivalent as it is pivotal in 
granting individuality. While they very well may be 
the breeding ground of identity and individuality 
movements, and while it may grant individuality for 
the ones to fight their way out of disciplinary power, it 
also contributes to disciplinary power by upholding the 
mirage of individuality when it is quite obviously, on 
a closer look, inhibited. Therefore, to maintain its 
credibility in promising respect for and facilitation of 
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individuality, liberal democracies need to do more to 
counter the forces of normalization and other control 
mechanisms of disciplinary power. This could lead to 
either the deconstruction of the reigning norms such as 
the gender binary, or help individuals achieve the 
awareness that is needed to set them into a position like 
Appiah describes: where they have full authority over 
how normalization and other disciplinary forces affect 
them. One way for liberal democracies to engage in 
such a battle against disciplinary power is legislation - 
such as the German introduction of a third sex, which 
can help to gnaw away at persistent norms, in this case 
binary sex, and therefore help support individuality. 
Ultimately, while SAS once and for all pops the bubble 
of Appiah's intriguing fantasy of uninhibited 
individuality despite societal constraints, it at the same 
time serves to show how liberal democracies are the 
ideal system to counter, and help individuals counter, 
the disciplinary powers and control mechanisms. This 
is necessary for true positive freedom, and thereby is a 
task which liberal democracies have to explore.  

Before concluding this essay, a few 
limitations must be acknowledged. This paper made 
use of a very limited account of Foucault's work and 
intersex issues like SAS. Firstly, this paper only used 
the limited angle of disciplinary power, which is likely 
not representative of Foucault's position on this issue. 
Foucault offers much more and complex insights into 
the topic through concepts such as Biopower, which 
investigates the relationship between individual and 
state in more detail and should be considered when 
going delving deeper into this topic in the future. 
Similarly, there are extensive studies and of course 
medical knowledge that would normally have to be 
considered when discussing SAS and its relation to the 
affected individuals. Furthermore, this paper presents 
an almost exclusively negative angle on SAS and its 
consequences, and therefore does not allow it a more 
nuanced representation it would usually deserve. Both 
limitations do not necessarily invalidate or make the 
arguments as presented here less accurate, but these 
simplifications must be kept in mind when considering 
my conclusion. Lastly, the case of SAS technically 
does not allow a generalisation of its analysis to the 
main research question, as was made here. While 
disciplinary power can, as argued, be clearly observed 
in the case of SAS, this does not warrant the 

conclusion that the same is true for similar or even all 
marginalised identities and deviations from the 
societal norm - especially not in the whole of liberal 
societies. However, the existence of disciplinary 
power in this case strongly suggests that the same 
holds true in other cases of deviance from societal 
norms. Nonetheless, further analyses and research is 
necessary to fully warrant this logical step.  

CONCLUSION  

The central question this paper aimed to investigate 
was “Does liberal democracy truly grant individuality 
to its citizens?”. To ground this question into real life 
and make it less philosophically abstract, the question 
was discussed with the help of SAS: sex assignment 
surgeries. Looking at literature on SAS, one learns that 
these surgeries are medically unnecessary, but they 
also are to a large extent, if not entirely, motivated by 
the norm of binary sex which is internalised by 
intersex people with ambiguous genitalia. Even when 
doubting this characterisation of SAS, which was 
admitted to be a one-sided account, there is a 
legitimate sense of wonder about why people choose 
to undergo medically unnecessary surgeries with such 
intense, life-quality diminishing consequences in a 
society that is supposed to grant them free self- 
development on their own terms with their own rules 
and values - a promise Mill called individuality and 
posed at the centre of the liberal ideology. The 
question resulting from this case study was if the 
promise of individuality being supported and 
nourished in liberal democracies is reconcilable with 
the case of SAS.  

Two accounts were presented, and from there 
both scholars, Michel Foucault and Kwarme Appiah, 
were imagined to be answering the two questions at 
hand. Another repetition about their conclusions will 
be spared, however, they were shown to be 
irreconcilable: while Appiah acknowledges societal 
constraints of some sort, he maintains that individuals 
have agency and can choose to distance themselves 
from things they do not agree with and do not wish to 
be part of themselves. Foucault however not only 
claims that there are significantly stronger and all-
encompassing restrictive forces through what he calls 
disciplinary power - but it is also unlikely that 
individuals recognise these forces as being outside of 
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themselves and rebel against them. While this 
rebellion exists and is an inevitable part of disciplinary 
power, and looks just like the way Appiah describes, it 
is also very rare. Hence, both agree that there are 
inevitable social forces which interfere with self-
creation but disagree over the extent of these forces 
and the extent to which people can still achieve 
individuality. 

Facing these contrary accounts, the case 
studies are of immense help. Not only do the 
testimonies of people who underwent SAS support 
Foucault's severe and omnipresent version of societal 
constraints, they also suggest that people do indeed 
internalise the norms imposed on them. Rather than 
seeming like a freely chosen instrument for self-
creation, this Foucauldian account denies any 
reconcilability between the promise of individuality 
and the case of SAS. As pointed out before, this 
answer to the supplementary research question does 
not allow for a generalisation onto liberal societies as 
a whole, especially not when considering the limited 
expanse of concerned people. It can however show that 
the patterns of Foucauldian power, not Appiah's, 
appear in this specific case. This strongly suggests that 

the same goes for similar deviance from the societal 
norm, as Foucauldian power appears to exist in 
precisely the way Foucault describes. Naturally, 
further research and analyses would have to 
investigate further into other case studies to make such 
a generalisation fully valid. As pointed out in the 
introduction, this is also without question a necessary 
and relevant endeavour.  

For now, it can however be concluded that 
the case of SAS exemplifies how individuality remains 
significantly constrained even in liberal democracies. 
It is important to address this lack of realistically 
achievable individuality at least in the case of SAS and 
study its effects in similar contexts. As debated before, 
liberal democracies do pose the best framework for 
individuality, but there also needs to be an active 
support of individuality, and a counter to disciplinary 
power, to make this promise a reality. Especially in the 
current times of disillusion with the system of liberal 
democracy, facing this issue head on and finding ways 
to make liberal ideology into actual lived experience is 
crucial to restore the reputation of liberal democracy 
and the happiness of its citizens.
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