
as nature made him the boy who was raised a
girl john colapinto
As Nature Made Him: The Boy Who Was Raised a Girl is a profound and compelling narrative that
delves into the complexities of gender identity, societal expectations, and the biological
underpinnings of who we are. Written by John Colapinto, this book chronicles the life of David
Reimer, a boy who, after a botched circumcision, was raised as a girl under the guidance of the
controversial psychologist John Money. Colapinto's exploration sheds light on the broader
implications of gender identity and the impact of societal constructs, making it a crucial read for
anyone interested in psychology, gender studies, or the intricacies of human identity.

Background of the Case

The Reimer Family

The story begins in the 1960s in Winnipeg, Canada, with the Reimer family. David Reimer was born
on August 22, 1965, as a healthy baby boy. However, at just eight months old, he suffered a
traumatic injury during a circumcision procedure. The botched surgery left David with severe
damage to his penis, prompting his parents to seek alternative solutions.

- David's Injury:
- Circumcision performed incorrectly.
- Resulted in the loss of his penis.

- Parental Concerns:
- Fear of social stigma.
- Desire for a normal life for their child.

John Money's Influence

In their search for answers, the Reimer family consulted Dr. John Money, a psychologist and
sexologist renowned for his work on gender identity. Money proposed a radical solution: raising
David as a girl, named Brenda, to help him adapt to a female identity. Money believed that gender
identity was primarily a social construct rather than a biological imperative.

- Money's Theories:
- Gender is not strictly tied to biological sex.
- Emphasized the role of upbringing and socialization.

- The Decision:
- The Reimers agreed to the transition, believing it to be the best option for their child.



The Transition: Brenda’s Life

Early Years

Brenda was raised as a girl, receiving feminized clothing, toys, and a modified upbringing designed
to reinforce her female identity. The Reimers adhered closely to Money’s guidelines, believing they
were doing what was best for their child.

- Feminization Process:
- Use of hormone therapy.
- Social conditioning through toys and social interactions.

- Family Dynamics:
- Sibling relationships affected; Brenda had a twin brother, Brian.
- The family struggled with societal expectations and their own doubts.

Challenges and Conflicts

Despite the efforts to raise Brenda as a girl, there were numerous challenges. From an early age,
Brenda exhibited behaviors and preferences traditionally associated with boys, which raised
concerns for her parents and Money.

- Behavioral Observations:
- Preference for male toys and activities.
- Reluctance to embrace the female identity imposed upon her.

- Emotional Struggles:
- Brenda faced bullying at school.
- Confusion regarding her identity led to feelings of isolation and stress.

Revelation and Identity Crisis

The Turning Point

As Brenda grew older, the dissonance between her assigned gender and her true feelings became
increasingly apparent. At the age of 14, after years of confusion and distress, Brenda learned about
her biological origins. This revelation prompted a significant turning point in her life.

- Discovery of Truth:
- Brenda learned about her medical history from her parents.
- This discovery led to an identity crisis.



- Rebellion Against Assigned Gender:
- Brenda began exploring her identity as a boy.
- Opted to change her name back to David.

Transition to David

David’s transition back to a male identity was not a simple process. He faced numerous challenges,
both physically and emotionally, as he navigated his new life.

- Medical Interventions:
- Hormone therapy to transition back to male.
- Surgical procedures to reconstruct his genitalia.

- Social Adjustments:
- Struggled with the stigma of his past.
- Challenges in forming relationships and acceptance.

The Aftermath: Legacy and Lessons Learned

The Impact of the Case

David's story did not just impact his life; it sparked debates in the fields of psychology, medicine, and
gender studies. The case raised critical questions about the nature of gender identity, the
effectiveness of socialization in determining gender, and the ethical implications of such decisions
made by parents and medical professionals.

- Critiques of Gender Theories:
- Challenged the validity of Money’s theories on gender identity.
- Highlighted the importance of biological and psychological components in understanding gender.

- Ethical Considerations:
- Questions arose regarding parental authority in making such life-altering decisions.
- The role of medical professionals in enforcing gender norms.

David's Later Life and Death

David struggled with the consequences of his upbringing throughout his life. He faced numerous
personal challenges, including mental health issues. Tragically, David Reimer took his own life in
2004, which underscored the profound impact of his experiences on his mental well-being.

- Mental Health Struggles:
- Battle with depression and anxiety.
- Ongoing difficulties related to identity and acceptance.



- Legacy:
- David's story remains a significant case study in the discourse around gender identity.
- It serves as a cautionary tale about the consequences of neglecting the biological aspects of
gender.

Conclusion

As Nature Made Him: The Boy Who Was Raised a Girl is a poignant exploration of identity, societal
expectations, and the tragic outcomes that can arise from misguided interventions. John Colapinto's
meticulous research and sensitive portrayal of the Reimer family's struggles invite readers to reflect
on the complexities of gender and the importance of understanding individual identity. The narrative
serves not only as a historical account but also as a call for greater empathy and understanding in
discussions about gender and identity in contemporary society.

Through David Reimer's story, we learn that identity is not solely a matter of upbringing or societal
norms; it is, at its core, a deeply personal journey that intertwines biological, psychological, and
social elements. As society continues to grapple with these issues, David's legacy will undoubtedly
remain a significant point of reference in the ongoing dialogue about gender identity and the human
experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of 'As Nature Made Him: The Boy
Who Was Raised a Girl'?
The book tells the true story of David Reimer, a boy who was raised as a girl after a botched
circumcision. It explores the implications of gender identity and the impact of societal expectations
on personal identity.

Who is the author of 'As Nature Made Him' and what is his
background?
The author, John Colapinto, is a journalist and writer known for his work on issues related to gender
and identity. He has written for publications such as Rolling Stone and The New Yorker.

What does the book reveal about the psychological effects of
gender reassignment?
Colapinto highlights the psychological struggles faced by David Reimer as he grows up grappling
with his identity, revealing that despite being raised as a girl, he never felt comfortable in that role.

How does 'As Nature Made Him' contribute to the debate on



nature vs. nurture?
The book serves as a case study in the nature vs. nurture debate by illustrating that, despite
attempts to raise David as a girl, his inherent gender identity ultimately prevailed.

What are some key themes explored in the book?
Key themes include gender identity, the role of biology in gender, the ethics of medical
interventions, and the impact of societal norms on individual lives.

What was the outcome for David Reimer after his upbringing
as a girl?
David ultimately transitioned back to living as a male in his teenage years, but he faced significant
emotional and psychological challenges, which are discussed in the book.

Why is 'As Nature Made Him' considered a significant work in
discussions of transgender issues?
The book is significant because it provides a real-life account of the complexities of gender identity
and the consequences of societal interventions, making it a pivotal reference in understanding
transgender experiences.
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