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For everyone who blocked me on Twitter










INTRODUCTION THE BATTLE AGAINST BIOLOGY



Hello!


Are you afraid someone saw you pick up this book? You shouldn’t be.


Everything in here is backed by science and facts. None of this should be controversial. And yet it is.


On some level, you already know this. There is a price for telling the truth about gender, especially in today’s day and age. I’ve paid it; maybe you have, too. Or maybe you are in the early stages of contemplating doing the same. Once you’ve opened your mouth and the words have come out, you can never go back. But you won’t want to.


At first, I didn’t think it was going to be this bad. I was so sure the current political climate, including the accompanying science denial, policy changes, mob mentality, shaming, and allegations of hate speech, would only be a temporary thing. The pendulum could only swing so far in one direction for so long. Certainly it would be swinging back.


And so, I waited. I’m still waiting. Instead, this false and unscientific way of thinking continues to spread beyond the silo of academia and education, permeating the mainstream press, medicine, scientific organizations, entertainment, social media, law, and tech. There are no signs of turning back. It’s not a question of whether you will encounter this ideology in your life, but to what extent and how willing you are to recognize that it’s happening.


Before I dive into the nitty-gritty details about the science of gender and how it applies to our lives in the context of so many issues today, I’ll tell you about the thought process that led me here, from my time as an academic sex researcher to the moment I began putting these words on a page.


Few people will tell you that doing a PhD is a good idea, especially if they have one themselves. Graduate school consists of countless long nights and weekends spent working, goalposts constantly shifting, and endless bureaucracy, only to contend with an unpredictable job market upon graduating. Most graduates who leave the academy will get a job in industry, one that is relevant to their specialization. Few will start over in a completely unrelated field, like journalism, as I did.


My eventual decision to abandon the ivory tower was the result of the political climate shifting in ways I could have never predicted. In an ideal world, scientists wouldn’t have to worry about the political implications of their work. Sex research is controversial by nature, and sex researchers are used to contending with interference coming from both sides of the political aisle. But while there is much backlash whenever the political right tries to meddle with sex science, and science more broadly, when the political left starts suppressing science, most people look the other way.


It’s important to note the difference between sex research and sexology—my former field—and other academic disciplines, like gender or women’s studies, because they are not the same. Sex research refers to scientific disciplines that use quantitative (numbers-based) methods, including statistics, to understand human sexuality and gender. Related disciplines include biology, psychology, neuroscience, and medicine.


When done properly, sex research is rigorous, because science is designed to eliminate bias and confounding variables, so that you know that what you found is legit. Gender studies tends to use qualitative methods, like interviews and autoethnographies (which are like diary entries). It is not a scientific discipline. Although there are definitely gender scholars who are careful and rigorous with their work, many others are not fans of the scientific method.


This battle between scientific and antiscientific enterprises plays out in meaningful ways, as we’ll see. And as left-leaning science denial continues to gain a greater foothold in the academy, research challenging progressive narratives has become increasingly precarious territory. It isn’t as though scientists are intentionally publishing controversial research findings with the desire to upset and offend people. But the fear of potentially discovering something that hasn’t been given the progressive stamp of approval has certainly become a larger factor influencing the types of questions a researcher chooses to pursue or avoid. Contrary to what you might expect, most sexologists (including me) who oppose these winds of political change are liberals.


Don’t get me wrong—I loved my research and sexology had become my intellectual home. At the time, I was using brain-imaging techniques, including functional magnetic resonance imaging (or fMRI), to better understand paraphilias,I sexual orientation, and hypersexuality in men. As someone who is surprisingly old-fashioned and vanilla (that is, nonkinky) in my personal life, one of my biggest aims as a sex researcher was to combat sexual stigma and shame.


The laboratory I worked in was the only one in the world doing this kind of research and I felt like I had won the lottery. But things had changed so much during my time in graduate school that I found myself at an impasse. I decided to leave behind my dreams of one day starting my own research lab to instead set my sights on an entirely new career as a journalist so that I could be free to speak my mind.



Transgender Children


In my decision to leave academia, writing an op-ed became the catalyst. I had noticed a trend in mainstream news stories that left me feeling unsettled because they were extremely one-sided. An endless stream of pieces presented glowing stories about children as young as age three transitioning—changing their haircut, taking on a new name, and championing the use of medical interventions to halt some physical changes and facilitate others.


From as young an age as their parents could recall, something was different about these kids. They would say things that would make any parent’s heart wrench, like they were born in the wrong body, that “God made a mistake,” and that they wanted to die and be brought back to life as the opposite sex. These children would be suffering immensely until they were allowed a gender transition.


Not only that, but when I scrolled down below these articles, I would see parents posting in the comments section. Many would say that they, too, had a child who felt they were born in the wrong body, but the parents were unsure as to whether this direction was right for them. They were uncomfortable with the idea of allowing a child to essentially be a guinea pig, undergoing such a new and experimental approach. These parents would clearly state that they were in support of the transgender community, but were torn as to what to do.


In response, other commenters would attack the parent, calling them transphobic and bigoted, saying that their child would kill themselves and they would be the one to blame. I could only imagine how a parent would feel, voicing genuine concern for their child’s well-being and in turn being harassed and dehumanized for merely asking a question. I could also see how this intimidation could lead to more parents allowing their children to transition.


After seeing this happen again and again, one story after another, I felt I had to speak up, for the sake of these parents and their children, because so few of my colleagues were willing to say anything.


This silence was the result of a long, ugly history between transgender activists and sexologists, in which activists would go after sex researchers if they didn’t like a particular study that had been done or what an expert had publicly said. Everyone in the field who criticized transgender ideology would be attacked ruthlessly, to the point, in some cases, of nearly having their professional and personal reputation ruined (see Chapter 4).


I wrote an opinion piece that countered the early transitioning narrative, then deliberated about publishing it for about six months. Even though the science I referenced was solid, it was too politically volatile, and drawing attention to it would be the equivalent of expelling myself from academia.


I had asked my colleagues if, in their opinion, I should wait until I was a tenured academic to have it published. Once I had tenure, I would have job security and institutional support backing me, so the pushback from those who were enraged would, in my mind, be buffered.


One of my mentors, whom I trusted dearly, having known him since my first year as a graduate student, offered a wake-up call.


“Tenure won’t protect you,” he said.


It solidified my decision.


I came out of a research meeting one afternoon to see that the piece had been published on Pacific Standard’s website. And then, as if on cue, the mobbing began.


I do not, by any means, live my life online. I like being in the real world, talking to people in real life. A good day, in my books, is one in which I don’t have to touch my phone. When the mobbing for this particular piece started, I hadn’t yet acclimatized to the culture of these platforms or how to properly game a response. All I knew is that I had taken aim at a sacred cow and people were very, very angry.


A wise person once said you should never read the comments, but I always do, not because I’m a masochist, but for the rare occasion that I learn something. Usually, responses are off topic, ranging from predictably confrontational (like the person who called me a “Nazi c*nt”) to whimsically creative (“She looks like a ladyboy in a bad wig”). Still, occasionally I will uncover something of value that changes the way I think or gives me perspective. Over the years, I’ve also done a good deal of digging into arguments against mine, because I figure it’s not possible to know whether you’re right without understanding the other side.


In the Internet age, activists and allies are not content at seeking justice. They seek to punish heretical thought. They want your head on a stick, for you to die in a fire, or preferably, both. If you’ve never been mobbed on social media, this is what it feels like: One or two notifications will trickle in at a hostility level of 10 out of 10. For me, they consisted of parents accusing me of being pro–conversion therapy and wanting their trans kids to kill themselves.


For a minute, you’ll think, People seem pretty mad. But maybe they’ll get over it.


Then, you’ll be flooded. You won’t be able to refresh your notifications fast enough. For some reason, every time I refreshed the page, I foolishly thought, Surely someone will say something nice in between people telling me I should be hanged. A few brave souls did try calling for a gentler approach. They were immediately pounced on and drowned out by the mob. Some of my defenders went so far as to offer contrition, thanking their mobbers for “educating” them and apologizing for defending a transphobe.


Once you’ve survived your first mobbing, every subsequent one is a breeze. In my case, knowing that the backlash was coming was a blessing. I can’t imagine what it would feel like to cross trans activists without realizing what you had done. A friend of mine was similarly mobbed several years later for stating on social media that only women could get pregnant. After sustaining several days of online persecution, he told me, slightly shaken, “I’m never tweeting about trans issues again.”


It may sound like I was alone amid the mess of that mobbing, but I wasn’t. Much to my shock, conservative media had come to my defense. Much like radical feminists and fundamentalist Christians joining hands over the transgender bathroom debate—another alliance I could have never anticipated (see Chapter 6)—the unforeseen shift in the zeitgeist has led me, a sex-positive, nontraditionalist, gay rights supporter who once made a living studying kinky sex and sex toys, to be considered, by those who negated what I had to say, as right-leaning and Republican. I found it quite funny when David French, whom I respect a lot, wrote positively about my opinion piece for National Review, noting that I was “certainly no cultural conservative,” while linking to an article I had written about furries (a subculture of people who identify as anthropomorphic animals).1


A year later, I began writing my first regular column as one of Playboy.com’s resident sex scientists. A year after that, I graduated with my PhD in the neuroscience of sex. With everything I’ve witnessed since I left, I no longer question whether I made the right decision.





Some people will be mad at me for writing this book. I don’t care. I wrote it to answer your questions at a time when it’s next to impossible to tell apart politically motivated ideas from scientific truth. Gender has transformed into a cultlike concept, and public knowledge has been overturned to reflect pleasantries that affirm the feelings and beliefs of particular groups. Scientific research is no longer about exploring new ground, but promoting ideas that make people happy.


So many of you have asked me how to go about countering misinformation when you are debating colleagues, friends, and family members. What does the research say about a particular issue? How can you tell whether a scientific source is accurate and unbiased?


Each chapter debunks a particular myth in the contemporary gender debate, going against much of what we are currently being fed from academic experts, educators, scientific publications, and the media; for example, I challenge the erroneous belief that sex and gender are socially constructed; that there is an infinite number of genders; that young children with gender dysphoria should be allowed to transition to the opposite sex; and that trans women are quintessentially no different from women who were born women.


Other taboo truths include how transitioning is influenced by sexual orientation and, for some people, sexual arousal; how biological sex differences lead to differences in dating and sex; and that biology has a greater influence on gender than child-rearing. I also discuss why academic freedom is so important, particularly within sexology and the biological sciences, at a time when academics are being treated as pariahs for simply doing their jobs.


For each topic, I have presented a comprehensive summary of the available research literature, so you can draw your own conclusions and make up your own mind. My hope is that you will be inspired to become defenders of science in your own lives.


Leaving academia after eleven years turned out to be one of the best decisions I ever made. It has afforded me a mental tranquility that I could not have had, had I stayed. I no longer have to choose between telling a lie or staying quiet. It is freedom that other scientists and academics are not afforded in the current climate.


As a journalist, sometimes it feels as though you’re screaming into a void. You forget that people actually read your writing. To every one of you who has shared your stories with me, whether it has been online or at speaking events or when you bump into me at the airport or on the street, I have taken all of it into account and am grateful for it. I know what it’s like to feel alone, to be looking around the room in disbelief at everyone else who is nodding along at what’s being said and asking yourself, “Am I the only one who feels like this?”


You aren’t, and I’m here to tell you why.


I. paraphilias: unusual sexual preferences.










THE FOUNDATION










MYTH #1 BIOLOGICAL SEX IS A SPECTRUM



What does it mean to feel like a woman? Or to feel like a man?


Who could have predicted that such benign questions would evolve, seemingly overnight, into the next civil rights frontier? Once uncontroversial and matter-of-fact, discussions about gender have become a cultural minefield, hostile terrain striking fear into the heart of anyone who treads against orthodoxy.


In an era in which computer keyboards have replaced physical pitchforks, a zero-sum game has unfolded in real time, in which playing along wins you favors and accolades and moves you ahead in life, and questioning the narrative means you will be socially shunned at best, and harassed, threatened, fired from your job, and fearing for the safety of your family, at worst.


The consolation prize, however, will take the form of knowing you were right all along. A price will be paid for the glamorization of false information, including the gaping sense of alienation between the political left and right; the subsequent backlash when women realize that so many cultural messages targeting them have been lies; and the emotional fallout and class-action lawsuits resulting from public policies that sacrificed the well-being of children and vulnerable people in the name of a larger activist goal.


I hear from individuals from all walks of life who want to learn more about gender so they can form opinions in a factual, unbiased way about the issues that affect their lives. They don’t have nefarious intentions, and because they aren’t ideological, they’re frustrated by how impossible it’s become to find straightforward answers backed by science.


Adding to their dismay, in many cases, is realizing that much of the information that claims to be scientific is partisan and factually inaccurate. They also can’t understand how on earth we’ve gotten to a place where simply seeking this information is interpreted as threatening and leads to accusations that a person is sexist, misogynistic, transphobic, and hateful.



Sex Versus Gender


A good place to start is defining basic terms, like sex and gender. These terms are both related to one another and distinct, and because of this, much confusion often ensues.


Biological sex is either male or female. Contrary to what is commonly believed, sex is defined not by chromosomes or our genitals or hormonal profiles, but by gametes, which are mature reproductive cells. There are only two types of gametes: small ones called sperm that are produced by males, and large ones called eggs that are produced by females. There are no intermediate types of gametes between egg and sperm cells. Sex is therefore binary. It is not a spectrum.


By contrast, gender identity is how we feel in relation to our sex, regarding whether we feel masculine or feminine. Gender expression is the external manifestation of our gender identity, or how we express our gender through our appearance, like clothing and hairstyle choices and mannerisms.


Similar to sex, gender—both with regard to identity and expression—is biological. It is not a social construct,I nor is it divorced from anatomy or sexual orientation. Despite what contemporary scholars may have you believe, all of these things are very much linked. Biology, not society, dictates whether we are gender-typical or atypical, the extent to which we identify as the sex we were born as, and the partners we are sexually attracted to.


When sperm fertilizes an egg at conception, the baby will be either female or male. This biology will influence hormonal exposure in the womb, as well as the child’s resulting gender identity. At about seven weeks, if the embryo is male, the testes will begin to secrete testosterone, masculinizing the brain. If the embryo is female, this process does not occur.


There are thousands of studies showing the effects of prenatal testosterone on the developing brain. In fact, this exposure to testosterone has a powerful effect on the ways in which male and female brains grow. In a 2016 study in Nature’s Scientific Reports, researchers at the University of California, Los Angeles, found that testosterone exposure alters the programming of neural stem cells responsible for brain growth, leading to differences between the sexes before the brain has finished developing in utero.1


From a scientific perspective, gender identity is basically synonymous with biological sex. There are, of course, exceptions to the rule, including intersex people and people who are transgender (whom we will discuss in a moment).


In a time not too long ago, biological explanations were used to suggest that women were bad at math and belonged in the kitchen. A woman’s only value was bearing children and helping her husband succeed. Thankfully, times have changed, but biology remains stigmatized, unable to shake its former reputation. It is seen as inherently sexist, and even contemporary studies using biologically based methods are being dismissed as antiquated without a second thought.


In an attempt to correct for past wrongdoing, scientific organizations, new academic studies, and experts in the field have taken to overcompensating, actively burying any links to biology’s relevance and claiming the scientific consensus says one thing when it actually supports the opposite. Biology has been equated with bigotry and is, in turn, being scrubbed from existence. In popular culture terms, biology has been canceled.


Watching the pace of this science denialism spread—including claims that there is no such thing as being biologically male or female, or that “biological sex” isn’t a coherent concept2—has been astounding. In today’s climate, gender has been branded as an ephemeral, intangible thing, something that can’t quite be described or explained beyond one’s personal experience and self-identification. Biological sex is now, worrisomely, following suit.


These efforts, however, are unnecessary and shortsighted, because denying biology will not help us live more productive, meaningful lives. Instead, hiding biological facts only sends us back to the Dark Ages, to stumble around, rediscovering what we already know. As we shall see in the coming chapters, the issue should not be with what science tells us, but how these findings are used.


Although sex and gender are both biologically based, it isn’t accurate to use them interchangeably. Nowadays, gender is used almost exclusively, even when a person is actually referring to sex. When a baby gorilla was born at a public zoo in Toronto, journalists happily shared the news that the gorilla’s gender would be announced shortly. But animals, including intelligent ones like gorillas, don’t have a gender. They have a sex.


As an anecdote to illustrate why it’s important to make this distinction, I’m reminded of a time I was invited to host a workshop at a large research institute. Whenever I’m invited to nonpolitical events, even though the organizers have explicitly reached out to me, I have a tendency to assume that everyone in the audience, as cordial as they may be, upon reading my work secretly thinks I’m the devil.


Upon arrival, one of the research scientists I met pulled me aside to introduce herself and to tell me about one of her experiences. To my surprise, she spoke of her frustration regarding how gender ideology was influencing the kinds of findings she could report in her research.


Reputable scientific journals require any study submission to be peer-reviewed by other academic experts before it can be published. One of her manuscripts, she said, used an animal model. Mice. As part of standard protocol, she described the mice based on whether they were male or female. The journal responded that in order to publish her paper, she would have to replace every instance referring to an animal’s “sex” with the word “gender.”


“I don’t know what the mouse’s gender is,” she sighed. “It hasn’t told me.”


She couldn’t understand why the journal thought this change was necessary, as use of the word “gender” would be, from a scientific perspective, incorrect. It seemed like an example of falling into ideological lockstep—“sex” was verboten because it is biological. It didn’t matter if it was the correct word to use. “Gender” had become the accepted nomenclature. These cultural politics mattered apparently, even when referring to rodents.


Another common example is when excited parents throw so-called gender-reveal parties. They’re not really revealing the baby’s gender, but rather, the baby’s sex. I can understand why, whether or not a person knows the difference between the two, they might prefer to not call it a sex-reveal party. Something about using the word “sex” in reference to a child feels a bit disconcerting.


As a former sex researcher who has witnessed the full range of responses that people have upon learning about my former vocation (ranging from “Oh wow, that’s so fascinating!” to losing color in their face and disappearing without saying another word, due to embarrassment or discomfort), use of the word “gender” over “sex” has likely also been embraced because “sex” connotes sexual intercourse, and human sexuality remains stigmatized. At the same time, “sex” is a clinical word, and like any word, it shouldn’t be taboo or frowned upon to use it.


Sexual orientation influences gender (see Chapter 4), but gender is not synonymous with one’s sexuality. Research has shown that people who are gender-atypical (who look and behave more like the opposite sex than people who share their sex) are more likely to be gay. Being transgender, however, is not an indication of whether someone is gay or straight. And being gender-atypical is not an indication that someone is necessarily trans.


By definition, a transgender person feels that their gender identity is more in alignment with the opposite sex than their birth sex (which refers to their sex at birth). The word “transgender” encompasses the Latin prefix trans-, which means “on the other side of.” (The word “cisgender” is sometimes used to refer to people who are not transgender and who identify as their birth sex. It similarly uses a Latin prefix, cis-, which translates to “on this side of,” or roughly, one’s gender identity and birth sex are on the same side.)


Transgender women are often assumed to be gay. This is likely because wanting to become a woman is understandably seen as feminine, and feminine men tend to be sexually attracted to men. In sexology (the scientific study of sex and gender), when someone transitions to the opposite sex, their sexual orientation refers to whom they are attracted to when taking into consideration their birth sex. For example, a transgender woman (someone who was born male but identifies as female) who is attracted to men is considered, in sexological terms, to be gay, since her birth sex is male and is the same as the partners she’s interested in. If she were attracted to women, she would be considered straight. But by virtue of being transgender, this says nothing about whether a person will be attracted to women, men, or both sexes. By the same token, being heterosexual does not mean that someone is not trans.


Biological Sex Is Not a Spectrum


For more than 99 percent of us, our gender is our biological sex. Regarding the 1 percent of individuals for whom gender identity and biological sex don’t align, they may identify as transgender or possess a medical condition known as intersex. The latest statistics show that 6 in 1,000 American adults identify as transgender and as many as 1 in 100 people are intersex.3 In some cases, an individual may be intersex and also identify as trans, but it’s important to note that not all intersex people are trans and not all trans people are intersex.


Intersex is also known as having a difference of sex development, and was previously known as hermaphrodism (which is now considered a stigmatizing and insensitive term). Someone who is intersex possesses reproductive or sexual anatomy that would be considered atypical because it doesn’t fit the standard definition of male or female. An example would be someone who has both a vulva and testicular tissue. Intersex conditions occur as a result of differences in genetics and hormonal levels in utero. As many as thirty variations exist.4


Regarding the role of chromosomes in human development, all eggs have an X chromosome, and each sperm carries either an X or a Y. Upon fertilizing an egg, the sperm’s X or Y chromosome combines with the X chromosome of the egg. Women usually have XX chromosomes and men usually have XY chromosomes.


Some people with intersex conditions will have different sex chromosomes, like in the case of Klinefelter syndrome, wherein a man will inherit an extra X chromosome from either his mother or father. In other cases, someone who is intersex may have the chromosomes typical of one sex but outwardly appear as the opposite sex. For example, girls with an intersex condition called androgen insensitivity syndrome have XY chromosomes and male internal organs, but their body can’t respond to testosterone, so they will appear female. And some intersex people have chromosomes that are typical of their sex. For instance, girls with congenital adrenal hyperplasia, another intersex condition, experience masculinization in the womb and have XX chromosomes typical of females.


Those advocating that biological sex is a spectrum frequently tokenize the intersex community as evidence for their claims. They will say that because some individuals are born with a mix of sex characteristics, sex is not binary. This is inappropriate for several reasons. (Chapter 3 disputes the false notion that intersex people prove gender is a spectrum.)


As you’ll recall, sex is determined by gametes. Intersex people tend to produce one of the two types, or are infertile. The difference lies in the fact that, in some cases, an intersex person’s gametes are not in alignment with the sex they identify as. For example, girls with congenital adrenal hyperplasia are exposed to unusually high levels of testosterone in the womb. When they are born, they may have genitalia that are ambiguous, such as a clitoris that is longer than average or labia that look like a scrotum. They have ovaries that will produce eggs, typical of girls who are not intersex. But as a result of the masculinization process during development, which influences not only a person’s anatomy, but their psychology, too, they may identify as male in adulthood. The fact that they have female gametes is not indicative of their sex; however, this is not to say that sex should be categorized as something wholly different if someone is intersex.


Regarding whether it would be possible for a person to produce both types of gametes, they would need to possess both ovarian and testicular tissue. Individuals with a condition known as ovotestis do possess such a combination. In most cases, however, only one type of tissue is functional; their ovaries will produce eggs, but their testes are unable to produce sperm. This condition is extremely rare, occurring in 1 in 20,000 births. Regarding the question of whether an individual is capable of producing both, one case study documented a man with ovotestis who was believed by physicians to have produced eggs at one point in time, before his testes began producing sperm.


Intersex is said to be as common as green eyes or red hair, but this is not true. An estimated 2 percent of the world’s population has green eyes5 and 1–2 percent has red hair,6 compared with 1 percent of people in the world or fewer with an intersex condition, and an even smaller percentage who could have the potential to produce both gametes. I understand the purpose of making these comparisons; it’s to say that physical features that seem uncommon are still more common than one might think, and a person may actually know or come across intersex people in their day-to-day life and not even realize it. Two percent of the population sounds rare, but surely we all know a number of redheads or people with eyes that are green. But even if intersex conditions were as common as either of these physical traits, they would still be considered, on the whole, as few and far between.


It thus becomes a question of whether an occurrence that is statistically rare in the general population should be considered typical, as the vast majority of us fall unambiguously into one category of sex or the other. An analogy that helps to illustrate this point is the fact that most of us have ten fingers. Some people have fewer or more than ten digits on their hands, but this hasn’t led to a reconceptualization of how many fingers human beings have.


It isn’t necessary to redefine “sex” or eliminate the categories of “male” and “female” in order to facilitate acceptance for people who are different. Whether we consider sex to be binary or a spectrum has no bearing on intersex individuals’ right to bodily autonomy. Indeed, the intersex community has faced a long history of doctors imposing their views as to what their bodies should look like. A child should be allowed to make these decisions for themselves when they are of an appropriate age. It’s possible they will be perfectly content not undergoing any surgery at all.


Doctors back then believed that so long as surgery was done early enough and everyone behaved in accordance with the decided sex, the child would grow up not knowing the difference. In Chapter 8, I go into greater detail about John Money and what happened to one of his patients, David Reimer. Money believed a child’s gender was malleable and unrelated to biology. Reimer was not intersex, but his story speaks to the fact that it isn’t possible to mold a child’s internal sense of gender to match external surgery.


We can, and should, advocate for the rights of intersex people and anyone who does not fit neatly into male or female categories or typical gender norms. Intersex people should have the option of being legally recognized as the sex they’d prefer. They should be allowed to change the sex marked on their birth certificate, particularly if they are unaware of their condition until later in life. For instance, starting in 2019, the state of New York has allowed for individuals to have the designation of “X” instead of “male” or “female” on their birth certificate without requiring a letter from their doctor. Parents have also been granted the ability to choose an “X” for their newborns’ documents. Oregon, California, Washington State, and New Jersey offer a similar designation.


This would seem like an adequately straightforward solution, but activists, many of whom are not intersex themselves, continue to push for a spectrum-based conception of sex. The most prominent example of the “sex is a spectrum” narrative reaching the mainstream occurred in October 2018, when a leaked memo from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services sparked allegations that the Trump administration was seeking to erase transgender people.


You may remember what happened. The New York Times reported that the memo proposed legally defining sex as “either male or female, unchangeable, and determined by the genitals that a person is born with,” under Title IX, the federal civil rights law that bans sex discrimination among government-funded institutions and educational programs. This was seen as undoing the Obama administration’s previous decision to allow students access to single-sex spaces, like bathrooms and locker rooms, and sports participation based on the gender they identified as, as opposed to their birth sex. In response, a petition signed by more than 2,600 scientists, including nine Nobel laureates, proclaimed that science showed gender is not binary, determined at birth, or based on genitalia.7


What? The issue wasn’t so much HHS’s definition, but whether journalists understood the difference between sex and gender, and that it isn’t appropriate to substitute one term for the other, particularly when referencing anatomy. The HHS memo was referring to sex, but media outlets, including the Times8 and the Guardian,9 claimed it was referring to gender. Saying that gender is determined by genitalia at birth conveys a much different, more controversial meaning.


As discussed earlier, sex is determined by gametes, as opposed to a person’s genitalia. In the case of someone who identifies as transgender, sex remains male or female and is unchangeable from birth, since transitioning doesn’t change a person’s sex; it only changes their gender. For people who are intersex, as you now know, their gametes (or anatomy, for that matter) may or may not reflect their true sex. Use of the word “gender,” however, would render the statement entirely incorrect, because gender is not necessarily determined by one’s genitalia at birth. Saying so suggests that both transgender and intersex people don’t exist, as they would be forced to identify as their sex at birth.


Perhaps predictably, much of the coverage referred to “gender” and not “sex,” stoking a great deal of unnecessary outrage and fear. Indeed, acknowledging a transgender person’s sex at birth feels insensitive, particularly for those of us who are not transgender. But the way to end discrimination against people who are gender-diverse is not to pretend that biological sex doesn’t exist. The government should be able to collect basic demographic information as detailed by the memo so that it has an idea of who its constituents are, without running the risk of inciting the next civil war.


In the long run, scientific illiteracy won’t help to protect these communities. If we learned anything from the HHS debacle, it’s that those who claim to be pro-science, including scientists themselves, will gladly throw science under the bus when it suits their political goals.


Biological Sex Is Not a Social Construct


“Gender is a social construct” has become a ubiquitous battle cry of wokeness,II and those uttering it, not content to quit while they’re ahead, have gone one inexplicable step further, claiming that biological sex is also socially constructed. In their words, sex is defined not by biology, but by culture and political influence, which is a curious thing to say, seeing as how this is physically impossible.


If anyone is wielding culture and politics as a way to define sex, it is these scientific revisionists. Yet their ideas continue unfurling in society, with no end in sight. This is the logic behind terminology like “sex assigned at birth,” adopted by organizations like the Canadian Pediatric Society. In a recent guideline that was created to help doctors and parents understand the concept of gender, the society told pediatricians that not only is a child’s sex “assigned” at birth, but that gender identity and gender expression are unrelated, and gender is a spectrum.


The term “sex assigned at birth” stems from a desire to acknowledge the intersex community and that sometimes a person’s sex is inaccurate because the doctor got it wrong. While it is a respectable goal, it needlessly gives the impression that sex is not an objective attribute and that a doctor’s estimation is completely arbitrary, when in actuality, their guess will be correct, statistically speaking, ninety-nine times out of a hundred.


This kind of thinking has opened the door for the term “gender assigned at birth” to follow suit, ideologically holding hands with the false claim that gender is not biological. The underlying reasoning for this, presumably, is that if both sex and gender are “assigned” at birth, this further justifies biology’s obsolescence and allowing self-identification to supersede all else.


This has spawned an entire lexicon meant to replace any reference to biological sex, including “assigned male at birth” and “assigned female at birth” and their corresponding acronyms, “AMAB” and “AFAB.” Some will choose to insert the word “coercively” in front of either to account for people who are intersex and trans (as in, “coercively assigned female at birth” or “CAFAB”). Others have, however, argued that calling sex assignment “coercive” when applied to trans people does a disservice to intersex people—with trans people, doctors made an honest mistake based on the information available to them (that is, their sexual anatomy), whereas intersex people had no say in the surgical alterations they were forced to undergo to appear more female or male. There is additionally “female assigned at birth” (“FAAB”), “designated female at birth” (“DFAB”), all of the male versions of these terms, and “birth-assigned sex.”


If your head’s already spinning from this terminology, don’t worry. You aren’t the only one. But questioning whether any of it is necessary or useful, or arguing that one’s sex isn’t assigned at birth but is based on an observable measure, will have you painted as suspect and as having a preoccupation with what’s between a stranger’s legs.


The sex and gender binaries are considered not only pseudoscientific and wrongheaded, but also oppressive, due to the belief that they force people into stereotypical gender roles. But there is no reason why someone who was born female can’t behave or present herself in a masculine way, and push back against these stereotypes while identifying as a woman. The same can be said for feminine men.


Those of us who do not fit into typical ideas of “female” and “male” do not need to be classified as an entirely different sex or gender simply because we are atypical. (Despite appearing very feminine, I am and always have been male-typical.) Also, just because someone’s gender identity (female) doesn’t match their gender expression (male) doesn’t mean the two aren’t related. The relationship between the two can be explained by hormonal exposure in the womb. I’ll elaborate on all of this in Chapter 2.


Others in favor of the “sex is a spectrum” argument will say that a woman who has reached menopause, who is no longer producing eggs, is still considered a woman, and by the same token, a man who has had his testicles removed is still considered a man, so biological sex should be based in something other than gametes. This is an absurd argument, a case of activists taking issue with a concept because it doesn’t serve their particular agenda. No matter how we define the concept of “woman” or “man,” there will always be exceptions to the rule, which, regardless, don’t justify redefining the term.


Activists wish to reinvent sex in this way because it allows for the separation of sex from an objective basis in reality. Adopting this position allows for science and logic, which currently serve as barriers to their unsupported theories, to be taken off the table when discussing gender. I would be completely open to redefining a term if it made sense to do so, and I’m sure many scientists would agree. But in this case, activists have decided what they want the outcome to be and are reverse-engineering facts to facilitate that purpose.


As we will see in Chapter 3, the fact that transgender people identify as the opposite sex offers further evidence that sex (as well as gender) is binary.


Miseducating the Next Generation


A few summers ago, I was invited to give a talk about the science of gender. It was my first speaking engagement as a journalist and the venue hosting myself and three other panelists would be only a few blocks from where I was living at the time. The trend of deplatformingIII was already in full swing. Notable news headlines around the same time pertained to political scientist Charles Murray’s appearance at Middlebury College, wherein a professor hosting him wound up concussed and in a neck brace after being violently assaulted, and conservative political commentator Ben Shapiro’s talk at the University of California, Berkeley, which cost the university $600,000 for security.


All too predictably, about a month before the event was scheduled to take place, a single, anonymous person called the venue to complain. We were branded as “racists” and “Nazis,” despite the fact that two of us on the panel were ethnic minorities and our event had nothing to do with race. The event’s social media page was involuntarily shut down, and I don’t think any of us were terribly surprised when we learned we’d been ejected from our location.


The organizer was thankfully able to find us a new venue—a beautiful, brightly lit Christian church. Now, I am not a religious person. I’ve been an unwavering atheist my entire life. The thought of speaking in a place of worship as an unapologetic sexpert felt like a violation of obscenity laws. But this is what happens when a group of authoritarians try to bury the truth—unexpected connections are formed so that knowledge will prevail. And I was grateful that the venue had stepped up, taking on the risk to host us, along with a fleet of menacing-looking security guards who would be keeping us safe. Our audience had increased to nearly one thousand people after others had heard about the failed attempt to silence us, and I wasn’t about to cancel on them.


The event was a huge success. It was also one of the first times I had gotten the chance to meet my audience and hear their thoughts. One of the highlights of the evening was when a pastor shook my hand, saying, “I never thought I’d be thanking a sex columnist, but here I am.” For so many of those I met, it didn’t matter which side of the political spectrum they were on or what their personal beliefs were. They just wanted to hear what the science actually said.


I have felt that same sense of relief in my own life, whenever I’m reading about a contentious issue in hopes of better understanding it, and wanting desperately to find sources that are impartial, when every single one I uncover seems biased, either to the political left or to the right. I understood how they felt. Science shouldn’t be like that; it should always be bipartisan.


One of the themes that stood out to me that night, after talking to many parents in the audience, is how strongly gender theory has taken hold of the education system. Children are being recruited as pawns to promote a manner of thinking that serves only adults. Parents can no longer trust that their child’s school will teach them a curriculum based in facts. Over the years, I’ve received countless screen shots of guidelines and class handouts from concerned parents, caregivers, and teachers themselves. I question whether other parents realize this is happening, or worse, that they do, but don’t care.


In the province of Ontario, Canada (where I am based), the sex education curriculum in schools is comprehensive, as it should be, teaching children about contraception, anatomy, sexually transmitted infections, and consent. An abstinence-only curriculum, on the other hand, teaches children to avoid having sex until marriage.


Contrary to what one might expect, comprehensive, science-based sex education actually improves young people’s decision-making about their sexual health. They are more likely to delay becoming sexually active and to use condoms and other forms of contraception when they do. Comprehensive sex ed programs lower the risk of teen pregnancy compared to abstinence-only programs or a lack of sex education altogether.10


All of that would be fine and well except that the curriculum veers off into questionable territory. As part of the curriculum, kids are taught about puberty, but instead of referring to children as simply “boys” and “girls,” some teachers refer to them as “people with a penis” and “people with a vagina.” Other parents I’ve spoken to have told me about how their children’s general practitioners will refer to “girls that have a penis” and “boys who have periods.” This is presumably in reference to intersex and transgender people, and an attempt on the part of educators and doctors to correct for past mistakes. As thoughtless as it was to once claim that trans people don’t exist or that performing unwanted surgeries on intersex kids is acceptable, this vocabulary stems from an ideological vision that will only confuse and harm children, as we will see in the case of rapid-onset gender dysphoria.


Other key points include telling children that people can identify as both genders or neither, that gender is due to traditional stereotypes, and that gender identity and sexual orientation are completely unrelated. Updated sex ed guidelines in the state of California have followed in a similar vein, teaching children as early as kindergarten about gender fluidity.11


This is a theme we will see over and over again—targeting children with these ideas at a young age, when they don’t know any better. The indoctrination continues even after they’ve graduated from high school. For those going on to higher education, many campus health websites have entire sections dedicated to gender, sex, and sexuality that are replete with incorrect information. For example, it isn’t uncommon to read that biological sex can change over one’s lifetime, that gender is a social construct, and that sex, gender, and sexual orientation are spectra. This only scrapes the surface of what is formally taught for course credit in university.


I worry about what biology textbooks will look like in a few years, when older editions are updated to reflect this way of thinking. Biology has been described as a “scientific construction” by some left-leaning media outlets, which has left me wondering what exactly this means. I am guessing, since science can never be definitively proven—only tested and retested in order to determine whether a particular idea continues to stand—this means scientific concepts and findings thereby have no merit. Yet those critical of the scientific method have zero alternatives that could adequately take its place.


Part of the problem is that many of those denying biology lack basic science literacy. My sense is that individuals supporting purely social constructionist explanations do so because they’ve had a bad experience with science. Perhaps they find it uninteresting or they can’t understand it, so they turn to other schools of thought.


It also doesn’t help that most research publications are concealed from the public behind a pay wall. Even if they are accessible, they are filled with jargon that is difficult to comprehend. When science is seen as intimidating, it will be avoided. If it is simultaneously hidden, this compounds the problem because it becomes easier to ignore.


You cannot know whether your perspective is correct without considering arguments against it. It’s become commonplace nowadays for progressives to refuse to engage with those with whom they disagree because it’s seen as legitimizing the enemy or a waste of time because they’ve already decided who’s right. Pejoratives like “biological essentialism” and “scientism” continue to be thrown around, paired with unwavering conviction in proclamations like “I don’t need to read that study because I already know what it’s going to say.”


As a result, debates about controversial scientific findings backing biological explanations almost always consist of scientists who know what the research literature says, and activists who haven’t read a single study, denying them. (In other cases, so-called scientific experts will take up the activist cause, as we’ll see in Chapters 2 and 9.)


I don’t believe biology should be seen as threatening, but I can understand why some think it is. To some, biological explanations transform a colorful existence into one that is unremarkably black-and-white. They conjure up the feeling that we are somehow not in control of our lives or the decisions we make, but this is untrue. We can still lead meaningful lives while acknowledging that some aspects of who we are are predetermined.


My training as a scientist taught me many valuable lessons, but the one that has stood out to me the most, the deeper I wade into the culture war, is that there are two ways to live in the world: seeing it as it is, or seeing it as you want it to be. It’s one thing to be ignorant about an issue, and another to be confident in one’s ignorance. It’s the difference between taking a piece of information at face value, and taking the time to look up the primary source to see whether it’s true.


Our opinions don’t define us, but they can feel like an extension of who we are, and being challenged about them can be upsetting and disorienting. We’ve all been there. Sometimes disagreement can come across as a personal attack, even when the other person has the best of intentions. Engaging in a good-faith conversation requires effort and coming to terms with the possibility that we may be wrong.


Some prefer to live in ignorance because it’s comforting. And some of us prefer to live in reality, despite its greater cost. The truth can be suppressed, but it will always come out. In this case, when it does, you will be ready.


I. social construct: the product of one’s social environment or learning.


II. wokeness: values that are super-progressive and attuned to social justice.


III. deplatforming: shutting down an event through harassment, threats, and/or exorbitant security fees because individuals—or a single, loud individual—doesn’t like what a speaker has to say.
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