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            There is a birth defect that is surprisingly common, due to a change in a key pair of chromosomes. In the normal condition the two look the same, but in this disorder one is shrunken beyond recognition. The result is shortened life span, higher mortality at all ages, an inability to reproduce, premature hair loss, and brain defects variously resulting in attention deficit, hyperactivity, conduct disorder, hypersexuality, and an enormous excess of both outward and self-directed aggression. The main physiological mechanism is androgen poisoning, although there may be others. I call it the X-chromosome deficiency syndrome, and a stunning 49 percent of the human species is affected.

It is also called maleness.

My choice to call being male a syndrome and to consider it less normal than the usual alternative is not (as I will show you) an arbitrary moral judgment. It is based on evolution, physiology, development, and susceptibility to disease. Once in our distant past, all of our ancestors could reproduce from their own bodies; in other words, we were all basically female. When biologists ask why sex evolved, they are not asking rhetorically—the fact that sex feels good was a valuable addition. What they are really asking is:
Why did those self-sufficient females invent males
? It had to be a very big reason, since they were bringing in a whole new cast of characters that took up space and ate their fill, not to mention being quite annoying,
but could not themselves realize the goal of evolution: creating new life.

We’ll consider this in chapter 2, but briefly, the best answer to the puzzle seems to be: to escape being wiped out by germs. When you make new life on your own, you basically clone yourself, and ultimately lots of your offspring and relatives have the same genes. The germ that gets one of you gets you all. Create males, and in due course there is much more variation. Mate with a male that’s a bit different from you, and you produce a creature different from both of you. Result: germs confounded. Meanwhile, you export the fiercest part of the competition. You do the reproducing, he doesn’t (except for his teensy donation), so he can duke it out with the other males and they can evolve faster. Your daughters inherit the variation, and they compete and evolve, too.

But it turns out you have created a sort of Frankenstein monster, after a certain point hard to control. Consider the lowly, graceful water striders that scoot over pond tops in summer. Females signal that they are ready to mate by causing ripples of a certain frequency to billow out in the water, and the ripples turn males on. But the females don’t take all comers. Female choice is vital. Males that don’t rate, they drive away. Yet males have their ways. They have evolved grasping antennae, perfectly shaped to get a grip on the female’s head. A male approaches from behind and secures his
hold, then flips her and himself upside down. Using his rear legs, he positions their bodies. If he gets this far, she stops resisting. He is the one. Or one of the ones, at any rate. She mates several times a day and seems to play males against each other.

This is not an allegory of human mating; it is an illumination, more parallel than parable. Female choice is crucial in humans, too, but males didn’t evolve grasping antennae. They evolved strategies of seduction, including romance, patience, persistence, gifts, help, verbal praise, argument, promises, threats, family influence, and deception. Human females have protected themselves with skepticism, social alliances, and a tendency to stay aloof and keep men guessing. The man who talks the best game has usually convinced himself first, and (unlike the water striders, which do it physically) you might say they emotionally flip for each other. Sometimes males use force. In this they rely on superior physical strength, gained through eons of competition with other males for access to those very selective females.

Women, of course, compete as well, against men and among themselves, also with skills honed over eons. But the need to reproduce, with all its risk and cost, has kept them relatively levelheaded and dubious of men’s schemes. For most of the history of sexual reproduction, females have often stood by while males fought over them, physically or otherwise. They know that they won’t always be able to tell a lifelong pal from a sperm donor, and in many species one good sperm is all they want. But they, too, have to reproduce, and that means tolerating uncertainty and being prepared for contingencies. For us humans, the trouble is that men’s competitive antics and untold ages of imposing their will on women have created a world in peril from their rivalries. Females, whether water striders or women, might be forgiven for looking back with a jaded eye on whichever ancestor it was that gave birth to the first male.

Women have always had to struggle for equality, even in the small hunter-gatherer bands we evolved in. Yet with further cultural evolution,
it got worse. With the rise of what we like to call civilization, men’s superior muscle fostered a vast military, economic, and political conspiracy, enabling them to exclude women from leading roles. Jealousy of women’s power to give sex—and, more importantly, to give life—led men to build worlds upon and against them for millennia. Or as Camille Paglia put it in
Sexual Personae,
“Male bonding and patriarchy were the recourse to which man was forced by his terrible sense of woman’s power.” Appealing myths about Amazons are just that: myths. Only women whose fathers, sons, or husbands gave them the scepters of power could wield it, and then only temporarily. Even in matrilineal societies, men had most of the power. The result was ten millennia in which we squandered half of the best talent in the human race. Brawn mattered for those one hundred centuries, but in spite of their greater strength, men had to make laws to suppress women, because on a truly level playing field, women were destined to compete successfully and very often win.

That is the other meaning of the quote from de Beauvoir: “The problem of woman has always been a problem of men.” Although I don’t agree with her that all differences between men and women are culturally determined, I fully accept that the majority of the differences we have seen throughout history are caused by male supremacy and the subordination of women. History is written by the victors, and the victors in the battle between the sexes have for many centuries been males; of course they have defined women downward and have invented and promulgated an “essential” inferiority of women as a part of femininity itself. That is the part that is not at all inherent in biology; rather, it is, literally, a man-made myth.

But millennial male dominance is about to come to an end. Glass ceilings are splintering into countless shards of light, and women are climbing male power pyramids in every domain of life. Even in the world’s most sexist societies, women and girls form a fundamentally subversive group that, as communications technology shows them
other women’s freedoms, will undermine age-old male conceit and give them the sway of the majority they are.

The freer and more educated girls and women become, the fewer children they have; men are proven obstacles to family planning. Even in the poorest lands, the increasing availability of women’s suffrage, health services, microloans, and savings programs, is giving them control over their destinies. As soon as that happens, they reduce the size and poverty of their families. It becomes clearer every year that the best way to spend an aid dollar in the developing world is to educate and empower women and girls. The consequences are manifold.

Replacing quantity with quality in childbearing will not save just women, or even just struggling, impoverished countries. It will save the planet and make it habitable for our species. It will greatly reduce the necessity for violence of all kinds, as it has already begun to do. Male domination has outlived any purpose it may once have had. Perhaps it played some role in our success as a species so far, but now it is an obstacle. Empowering women is the next step in human evolution, and as the uniquely endowed creatures we are, we can choose to help bring it about.

I’ve been asked why I, a man, should be writing a book like this. First, I have two daughters and a stepdaughter, all now grown. I love them a lot. I don’t like the way the deck has been stacked against them throughout history. I want to make my little contribution to improving the world they must live in. I also have a son. I love him, too. He is not in the minority that exploits women. But I want him, like my daughters, to live in an egalitarian world. I also want them to understand that there are differences between the sexes that are not shaped by culture but are more fundamental, rooted in evolution and biology. I don’t want any of the four of them—or my hundreds of students a year, or any young people, or anyone at all—to live with the great disadvantage of missing that fact. As for women, especially
young women, especially my daughters, I don’t want them to hate and fear men, but I want them to understand that men are often not what they seem. Neither are women always what they seem, but they are less dangerous.

Second, many women have written books explaining what is wrong with men and what men have done to hurt women throughout history. Feminism itself is in large part a declaration of men’s wrongs against women. Certainly, it also declares that one of the wrongs is that men have underestimated women—in fact, have consistently lied about women’s abilities—throughout that same history. So women are hugely superior to the claims men made about them for all those millennia. Yet a woman writing a book about why women are superior to men can obviously be accused—however unfairly—of special pleading. However good the evidence and argument she lays out, some man will say she’s just peddling her own wants and needs. It seems to me that a man who can honestly say the same thing, and prove it, is making a different contribution simply because he is a man. I am a man making an unrepentant argument that women are on average and in aggregate better than men, and I will define what I mean by that in great detail. What can unequivocally be said in men’s favor is that they have tried to protect women from other men (for their own purposes mainly, and necessarily failing much of the time) and they have accomplished much more in the realms of exploration, invention, discovery, creativity, and leadership—a fact that obviously cannot be separated from their ancient, chronic, and systematic refusal to let women try these things.

Third, I’ve been teaching and writing about biological and medical anthropology for over four decades. My work has focused on scientific approaches to human nature and on the evolutionary, biological, and cultural foundations of childhood. I spent two years studying infant and child development and other aspects of life among hunter-gatherers of the Kalahari in Botswana, and I have
great respect for the role of culture, but from that and many other experiences I learned that culture cannot explain everything, particularly when it comes to sex differences. However, I also learned that in the most basic human societies women held their own, in many ways much better than they would in the great civilizations that followed.

In the clinical years of medical school, I saw the differences between men and women devolve into illness in different ways, and while men and boys were more subject to most pathologies, women and girls were often in the hospitals and clinics where I was being taught because men put them there—through beatings, rapes, unwanted pregnancies, sexually transmitted infections, and other means. I also helped take care of men who were victims of male violence; in fact, they are the majority of such victims. Most importantly, I delivered thirty-five babies, one of the most inspiring experiences of my life, leaving me with an indelible impression of women’s courage and power.

Many of these differences are cultural. But everything I know about the subject tells me that there are durable differences in the behavior and psychology of girls and boys, women and men, that are more fundamental—biological. I will first argue that gender identity is at its core something biological, something set early in life, whether it is masculine, feminine, or one of the many interesting varieties of identity that cannot be simply labeled either. Nevertheless, most people are in some believable sense male or female. Why? To answer this, we have to go to an early point in the history of life to see how and why asexually reproducing cells—basically, females—invented males. We will also have a little tour of the varieties of sexuality in animal species and consider how it was possible for some very complex animals to once again do without males. In the course of this we will begin to understand sexual conflict—that is, rivalry both between and within the sexes—as inevitable and fundamental to life.

We will look at birds, mammals, and, especially, primates—our cousins—in which the conflict ends with females dominating males, others in which the reverse is true, and still others in which the power of the sexes is quite balanced. This will help us understand what happened in human evolution and, in particular, the fact that for most of the hunting-gathering era—that is, most of human history—relations between the sexes were more equal than they were later. This gives us a foundation on which to build the future.

We will then enter into the darker part of history, the thousands of years in which war and preparations for war predominated in human social purposes. This, combined with much larger concentrations of people, enabled men to form coalitions that fully excluded women for the first time and demoted them to a private space away from the public sphere. In this long part of history, men killed each other in large numbers, and when they did they seized the conquered enemy’s women, with few limits to the number of women a powerful man could use for his own purposes of sex and reproduction. The later rise of monogamy, which we will try to explain, at first only modestly restrained powerful men from their attempts to control women. But by a little over two centuries ago, women’s voices began to be heard again in a substantive way.

At that point we will lay aside the historical thread for a short while, to return to the culture and physiology of sex differences and their development. But this time we will focus more on behavior and less on identity, more on body and less on mind. Our touchstone will be a classic of the mid-twentieth century by the anthropologist Ashley Montagu called
The Natural Superiority of Women,
which became an important text for second-wave feminists. But I will show you that in our new century we can be even more confident of the thesis of that book, not least because of advances in brain science in the past decade. I will also tell you about the current research on how modern men and women differ in experimental situations that test prejudice, bigotry, group identity, and willingness to go to
war, and in surveys, observations, and economic analyses of sexual behavior. This research shows that twenty-first-century men think and behave in ways consistent with the long course of male violence and sexual exploitation throughout history, although male proclivities are now channeled mostly in less dangerous paths.
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