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THE GREAT RIB DEBATE: UNRAVELING THE MYTH
BEHIND "DO GUYS HAVE AN EXTRA RIB?"

For  centuries,  a  curious  and  persistent  question  has  floated
through popular culture, Sunday school debates, and even casual
dinner conversations: Do guys have an extra rib? The answer,
for anyone holding their breath, is a definitive no. The very idea
is a fascinating case study in how ancient religious texts can
collide  with  modern  biological  science,  creating  a  myth  that
refuses to fade away. The origin of this belief is obvious—the
biblical  story of  Adam and Eve,  where God creates Eve from
Adam's rib. But the real story of human anatomy is far more
interesting, and it definitively settles the argument.
This article will journey through the genesis of this myth, explore
the actual anatomy of the human ribcage, delve into the genetic
and developmental reasons why men and women share the same
skeletal  blueprint,  and examine why this  particular  myth  has
proven so remarkably resilient. By the end, you will not only know
the answer but understand the fascinating science that explains
why the myth is, quite literally, a bone of contention with no basis
in fact.

THE ORIGIN OF THE MYTH: THE ADAM AND EVE
STORY IN GENESIS

To understand the question "do guys have an extra rib?", we
must first travel to the second chapter of the Book of Genesis. In
this creation narrative, God forms Adam from the dust of the
ground. Finding that Adam is alone, God puts him into a deep
sleep, takes one of his ribs, and from that rib fashions a woman,
Eve. The text is explicit: "And the rib, which the LORD God had
taken from man, made he a woman, and brought her unto the
man" (Genesis 2:22, KJV).
This powerful and poetic story has been interpreted for millennia
as a literal,  historical  event  by many religious traditions.  The
logical,  if  scientifically  flawed,  conclusion  drawn by  those  taking
the story literally is that Adam was originally created with one
fewer rib, and that all men, being his descendants, are born with
that same "missing" rib. Conversely, because Eve was made from
that rib, a counter-myth emerged that women must have one
more rib than men. This is the direct, historical root of the belief
that  men  are  somehow  anatomically  deficient  in  the  rib
department.
The story serves a profound theological purpose—explaining the
intimate connection between man and woman, and establishing
the sanctity of marriage. However, it was never intended as a
textbook of human anatomy. The error lies in confusing a unique,
divine  act  of  creation  with  a  heritable,  biological  trait.  This
confusion  is  the  engine  that  has  kept  the  myth  running  for
thousands of years.

THE ANATOMICAL REALITY: HOW MANY RIBS DO
HUMANS ACTUALLY HAVE?

Let's cut straight to the biological bone: both men and women
typically  have  24  ribs,  arranged  in  12  pairs.  This  is  a
fundamental, well-established fact of human anatomy. There is
no  difference  in  the  number  of  ribs  between  the  sexes.  The

human  ribcage  is  not  a  fixed,  sex-specific  structure  like  the
pelvis,  which  does  show  differences  related  to  childbirth.
The 12 pairs of ribs are attached to the thoracic vertebrae of the
spine at the back and curve around to the front of the chest. They
are  classified into  three  types  based on  their  attachment  to  the
sternum (breastbone):

True Ribs (1-7): These are the first seven pairs, which
attach directly to the sternum via their own costal cartilage.
False Ribs (8-10): These three pairs do not attach directly
to the sternum. Instead, their costal cartilage connects to
the cartilage of the rib above them, forming a shared
attachment.
Floating Ribs (11-12): The last two pairs are the "floating
ribs." They are attached to the spine at the back but have
no anterior attachment to the sternum or other ribs. They
end in the musculature of the back and abdomen.

This  basic  architecture  is  identical  for  men  and  women.  An
anatomy textbook will never say "the male has 23 ribs" or "the
female has 25 ribs." The standard human count is 24, regardless
of sex. The myth that guys have an extra rib is a direct inversion
of the biblical story; the myth implies men have more, while the
story suggests they are missing one. This confusion itself is a clue
to the myth's shaky foundation.

The Anatomical Variation:
The Cervical Rib
While the standard count is 24, there are anatomical variations
where  a  person  can  have  an  "extra"  rib.  These  are  rare,
congenital anomalies known as cervical ribs or lumbar ribs. A
cervical  rib  is  an  extra  rib  that  forms above the  first  rib,  arising
from the seventh cervical vertebra in the neck. This occurs in less
than 1% of the population.
Here is the critical point regarding the myth: Cervical ribs are
more  common  in  women  than  in  men.  Studies  show  a
female-to-male predominance of roughly 2:1 or even 3:1. So, if a
person  does  have  a  genuine,  congenital  extra  rib,  they  are
statistically more likely to be female. This fact completely inverts
the logic of the Adam's rib myth. If the myth were true, you might
expect males to sometimes have 25 ribs, but that is not the case.
The  only  common  "extra  rib"  condition  is  more  prevalent  in
females, a direct contradiction of the folk belief.
Furthermore, these extra ribs are not related to the Adam and
Eve story. They are developmental quirks that occur very early in
fetal development. They can sometimes cause health problems,
such as Thoracic Outlet  Syndrome, by compressing nerves or
blood vessels. Their existence is a fascinating example of human
variation, but it  has absolutely nothing to do with the biblical
narrative.

THE GENETIC REASON: WHY MEN AND WOMEN HAVE
THE SAME NUMBER OF RIBS

The  most  powerful  argument  against  the  myth  comes  from
genetics and developmental biology. The number of ribs is not
determined by the sex chromosomes (X and Y).  Instead, it  is
determined by the Hox genes, a family of master control genes
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that dictate the body plan during embryonic development.
These Hox genes specify where the head forms, where the neck
ends, where the arms and legs sprout, and crucially, how many
vertebrae and ribs will form. The segmentation of the spine into
33 vertebrae (7 cervical, 12 thoracic, 5 lumbar, 5 sacral, and 4
coccygeal) is an incredibly precise process. The 12 pairs of ribs
are a direct product of the 12 thoracic vertebrae. The Hox genes
that control  this  segmentation are not located on the X or  Y
chromosome. They are on autosomal chromosomes—the 22 pairs
of chromosomes that are identical in males and females.
Because the genetic blueprint for rib formation is not sex-linked,
there  is  no  mechanism for  males  to  have  a  different  number  of
ribs than females. The development of a male or female body
(sexual dimorphism) is a later process driven by hormones like
testosterone  and  estrogen,  which  primarily  affect  the
reproductive  system,  muscle  mass,  fat  distribution,  and  the
shape  of  the  pelvis.  They  do  not  remodel  the  fundamental
skeletal plan laid down by the Hox genes.

The Fate of the Rib: A Story
of Development
To further  clarify,  the Adam and Eve story  is  not  genetically
plausible. If, in a literal reading, Adam was missing a rib, for his
male  descendants  to  also  be  missing  that  rib,  the  alteration
would have had to occur in the DNA of Adam's sperm or in the
germline cells (eggs or sperm) of Eve. A missing rib is not a
mutation in a single gene; it is a change in the body plan that is
highly unlikely to be heritable. A man who had a rib surgically
removed, for example, would not have children missing that rib.
The trait is not written in his DNA.
Therefore, the idea that a single, rib-removal event 6,000 or more
years  ago  could  be  passed  down to  all  of  humanity  is  both
biologically and genetically impossible. It confuses an acquired
characteristic  with  an  inherited  one,  a  concept  famously
disproven  by  Lamarck  and  later  by  Darwinian  evolution  and
Mendelian genetics.

THE SURGICAL PERSPECTIVE: RIB REMOVAL AND THE
MYTH

In modern medicine, ribs are sometimes surgically removed as a
treatment  for  certain  conditions,  such as  a  fractured rib  that
won't heal, a bone tumor, or for access to the chest cavity during
complex surgeries like repairing the aorta. It  is also the most
famous part of a "rib removal surgery" for waistline reduction,
often associated with the French can-can dancers of the 19th
century  or  modern  extreme  body  modification.  The  myth  that
Marilyn  Monroe  had  a  rib  removed  to  create  her  famous
hourglass figure is a well-known but entirely false rumor.
From a surgical standpoint, the idea that men have an extra rib is
a curiosity. A surgeon performing a rib resection on a patient of
either sex will assume a standard count of 12 pairs until proven

otherwise. If a cervical rib is found, it is noted as a congenital
anomaly,  not  as  a  normal  male  characteristic.  The  surgical
practice reinforces the biological reality: there is no sex-based
difference in rib count. The myth might feel like a clever piece of
trivia, but it holds no water in an operating theatre.

WHY DOES THE MYTH PERSIST? (CULTURAL AND
PSYCHOLOGICAL FACTORS)

Given  the  overwhelming  scientific  evidence,  why  does  the
question "do guys have an extra rib?" continue to be asked with
such earnestness? The persistence of the myth is a testament to
the power of narrative over data.

The Power of a Good Story: The Adam and Eve story is1.
one of the most famous in Western civilization. It is simple,
memorable, and emotionally resonant. A scientific fact
about Hox genes is complex, abstract, and dry. A story
about a rib defeating a dry fact.
Confirmation Bias: If someone grows up believing the2.
story is literally true, they will interpret any evidence to
confirm that belief. They might hear about a cervical rib
and assume it proves men have an extra rib, ignoring the
statistical reality that it's more common in women.
Passing the Buck in Education: The myth is often3.
corrected by a teacher or parent with a confident but
inaccurate "Actually, the Bible says Adam was missing a
rib, so men have one fewer!" This just replaces one myth
with another, perpetuating the confusion instead of
explaining the science.
A "Gotcha" Question: The question is often posed as a4.
clever way to challenge a creationist or a religious person.
It is a pop-culture trivia question that feels profound. "See?
The Bible must be wrong because men don't have an extra
rib." This framing, while often well-intentioned, gives the
myth more attention and status than it deserves.
Resistance to Change: The myth is a comfortable, simple5.
piece of "knowledge." Accepting the scientific truth requires
a cognitive shift that many people are either unwilling or
unmotivated to make.

This persistence makes the myth a perfect example of a zombie
fact—a piece of information that is provably false but continues
to "live on" in the public consciousness, refusing to die no matter
how many times it is debunked.

A LOOK AT OTHER COMMON ANATOMICAL MYTHS

The "extra rib" myth is just one of many common anatomical
misconceptions. Putting it in context helps to show how easily we
can be misled about our own bodies.

We only use 10% of our brains. This is also false.
Modern brain imaging (fMRI, PET scans) shows that we use
virtually all parts of our brain over the course of a day,
even when sleeping. It's a myth with no scientific basis.
Humans evolved from monkeys. Incorrect. Humans and
modern monkeys share a common ancestor that


