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Testosterone, Gendered Behavior, and Societal Norms

Samantha Bernstein
Seton Hall University

Abstract

The role that biological differences between
males and females may play in shaping gendered
behavior is sharply contested in contemporary so-
cial science. This article examines two major
works representing contrasting positions in the
controversy: Sociologist Cordelia Fine’s Testos-
terone Rex: Myths of Science, Sex, and Soci-
ety and evolutionary biologist Carole Hooven’s T:
The Story of Testosterone, the Hormone that Dom-
inates and Divides Us. The essay examines the
relevant claims and evidence in each text and situ-
ates them within the wider ideological debate over
gender inequality. It is concluded that the evi-
dence Hooven marshals on the influence of testos-
terone on gendered behavior, sexuality, and iden-
tity is compelling, while Fine fails to adequately
demonstrate what she views as the overwhelming
role of socialization.

1. Introduction

There is ongoing debate regarding whether bi-
ological sex differences influence gendered behav-
ior. The question has been examined in a variety
of disciplines, such as biology, evolutionary psy-
chology, sociology, and philosophy, leading often
to distinct and controversial findings. The crux
of the debate – whether biology (nature) or so-
cial factors (nurture) are the main driver of gen-
der differences – is controversial and emotion-
ally charged given the potential implications of the
findings for gender roles and inequality. Indeed,
discussing the roots of gender differences strikes a

nerve in light of scholars’ often ideological invest-
ment in the issue and their consequently strongly
held views.

While biologists and evolutionary psycholo-
gists argue that sex differences do influence gen-
dered behavior, other scholars maintain that sex
differences do not have a great impact on gendered
behavior. Many philosophers and social scientists
contend that society and culture, rather than sex
hormones, create gendered behavior. In this pa-
per, I will examine the controversy through the
lens of two opposing authors, Carole Hooven and
Cordelia Fine, along with other popular sources.
I will discuss both authors’ core arguments and
the evidence they marshal in support of their re-
spective positions. Moreover, I will examine their
claims and counterclaims in the context of the
wider politicization of the debate in society. That
is, I will address the thorny question of ideology,
exploring whether the authors accuse the other
side of ideological and confirmation biases. I will
then close with my assessment of the empirical
merits of each position.

2. Core Arguments

In The Story of Testosterone, the Hormone that
Dominates and Divides Us, Carole Hooven argues
that testosterone is a major influence on gender
differences in behavior. Hooven discusses how
testosterone affects an individual’s brain, body,
and behaviors in the service of reproduction. Nat-
urally, men have higher amounts of testosterone
in their bodies compared to females. For Hooven,
this natural difference is critical to the develop-
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ment of gender differences in both bodies and be-
havior.

In contrast to Hooven, Cordelia Fine claims
in her book, Testosterone Rex: Myths of Sex, Sci-
ence, and Society, that the theories highlighting
testosterone’s power in influencing male behavior
are inaccurate and do not explain the full truth
regarding sex differences. According to Fine,
“Testosterone Rex” is the myth articulated by evo-
lutionary psychologists that one’s biological sex
is so pervasive and unchanging that it constitutes
a direct source of human behavior. Indeed, Fine
stresses that biological sex is not the ultimate
cause of behavioral differences between the sexes.
Fine argues that once individuals believe in testos-
terone’s ability to shape gender differences, there
will be limits placed on both females and males
that prevent full gender equality. Thus, she at-
tempts to persuade her readers that testosterone is
not the driving force in human sex differences as
traditionally believed. In fact, for Fine, there are
other more decisive forces at play, such as social-
ization, culture, and other social factors.

3. Supporting Evidence

In this section, I will examine five domains
of evidence where Hooven and Fine contrast with
each other. I will focus on their respective views of
whether gendered brains exist; the impact of con-
genital adrenal hyperplasia on young girls’ behav-
ior; the difference in characteristic playing styles
of girls and boys; sex differences in nurturing;
and distinct mating practices by sex. In each
case, readers will notice the sharp contrast in the
authors’ approaches. While Fine’s consistently
stresses the roles of socialization and social con-
text to explain gendered behavior, Hooven focuses
again and again on the decisive role of testos-
terone.

Beginning with the latter, we see that Hooven
supports her argument by referencing animal stud-
ies completed by William C. Young and his
team at the University of Kansas Medical School.

Young and colleagues (1959) experimented on
female guinea pigs to see if testosterone injec-
tions would have an effect on their sexual behav-
ior. Drawing from this study, Hooven (86) cites
Young’s conclusion:

Since behavior is underpinned by the
nervous system (the brain and spinal
cord), Young concluded that high testos-
terone in utero had altered the female
guinea pigs’ brains. If the brain is not
masculinized prenatally, then the animal
lacks the specialized neural anatomy
that T can act on in adulthood to “ac-
tivate” typical male behavior.

Essentially, Hooven maintains that since the brain
influences behavior in all animals, then hormones
such as testosterone must impact people’s behav-
ior in society. In other words, testosterone has
the power to change the brain and create gendered
brains and behavior. Testosterone makes individ-
uals behave in a more masculine way, and the lack
of testosterone makes individuals act more in a
feminine way.

Fine challenges Hooven’s view of gendered
brains. While citing research from Margaret
McCarthy and Arthur Arnold (2011), Fine (66)
writes:

Sex isn’t a biological dictator that sends
gonadal hormones hurtling through the
brain, uniformly masculinizing male
brains, monotonously feminizing fe-
male brains. Sexual differentiation
of the brain turns out to be an un-
tidily interactive process, in which mul-
tiple factors—genetic, hormonal, envi-
ronmental, and epigenetic (that is, sta-
ble changes in the “turning on and off”
of genes)—all act and interact to affect
how sex shapes the entire brain. And
just to make things even more compli-
cated, in different parts of the brain,
these various factors interact and influ-
ence one another in different way.
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Rather than testosterone having the sole power to
shape a person’s brain, Fine argues there are other
factors at hand that influence one’s brain develop-
ment. Since there are many factors influencing a
person’s behavior, Fine believes it’s not right or
fair to assert that sex hormones are solely respon-
sible. From a social standpoint, individuals must
look at a person’s environment, diet, social world,
and more before attributing gendered behavior
strictly to sex hormones in the brain. Humans
are complex and many factors influence a person’s
brain development. Indeed, Fine cites work by
Joel et al. (2015) showing that typical brains do
not have universally male or female structures, but
rather overlapping attributes. Indeed, there is a
“a shifting ‘mosaic’ of features, ‘some more com-
mon in females compared to males, some more
common in males compared to females...’” (67).
To be sure, Fine acknowledges that certain char-
acteristic features of the brain are more common
among men and women. But, for Fine, given the
‘mosaic of features’, this is a far cry from labeling
brains as “male” or “female.”

Another issue that illustrates the basic differ-
ence in interpretation between Fine and Hooven
is a condition known as congenital adrenal hyper-
plasia (CAH). CAH occurs when fetuses in utero
are exposed to unusually high amounts of testos-
terone. Although this condition affects both girls
and boys, it affects girls more as the extra testos-
terone can lead to differences in their bodily fea-
tures. Moreover, Hooven suggests that girls born
with CAH are drawn to more boyish toys due to
being exposed to higher amounts of testosterone
compared to other girls. Hooven discusses a study
on toy preferences among CAH children and those
without the condition (Pasterski et al. 2005). She
summarizes the results (95-97):

CAH girls played mostly with boys’
toys. They spent only 21 percent of
their time with girls’ toys but 44 per-
cent with the boys’ toys. In contrast, the
unaffected girls showed the reverse pat-
tern: they spent 60 percent of their time

with girls’ toys and only 13 percent with
the boys’ toys (unaffected boys spent 70
percent of their time with boys’ toys and
only 6 percent with girls’ toys).

Hooven goes on to stress that these results are
“typical” of an array of studies on CAH. As she
notes (95):

First, CAH girls’ play is masculinized.
Second, CAH girls don’t play just like
boys, but they play more like boys than
do unaffected girls. CAH girls’ play
is midway between that of typical girls
and typical boys. . . The powerful evi-
dence from studies on CAH girls seems
to seal the deal: exposure to high lev-
els of testosterone, even before we are
born, masculinizes not only our bodies,
but also our interests, preferences, and
behaviors.

Plainly, exposure to prenatal testosterone in the
womb does have an effect on gendered behavior.
Although CAH girls are female, they behave in
ways more similar to boys. Testosterone has the
power to influence CAH girls’ behavior, interests,
and playstyles.

Notwithstanding the apparent strength of the
evidence Hooven cites, Fine (139-140) maintains
that these differences in playstyles and toy pref-
erences may have other, ultimately more social,
roots:

At least part of the reason that girls with
CAH have more boyish interests is be-
cause they’re less influenced by gen-
der labels and gender modeling than
are other children. . . By contrast, girls
with CAH were impervious to informa-
tion that particular toys (like a xylo-
phone or balloon) were “for girls,” de-
spite remembering that information just
as well. . . Along similar lines, Barnard
College sociomedical scientist Rebecca
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Jordan-Young points out that to under-
stand these girls’ more masculine pref-
erences, we have to consider the psycho-
sexual effects of the condition: girls are
born with atypical or masculinized gen-
italia, they often undergo intensive med-
ical and psychiatric observation or inter-
vention, and have physical characteris-
tics out of keeping with cultural ideals
of feminine attractiveness.

In other words, Fine suggests that girls with CAH
are less likely to feel pressured by societal norms
governing how they should act. Girls with CAH
understand how they are expected to behave in ac-
cordance with gender norms, but they choose not
to. Because of their condition, girls with CAH
may spend more time around doctors and profes-
sionals, figures that are more often predominantly
masculine, thus exposing these girls to more mas-
culine behavior than other girls their age.. As girls
with CAH typically do not follow societal stan-
dards of attractiveness, they tend to behave more
stereotypically manly as they have more mascu-
line attributes in their appearance. As can been,
while Hooven and Fine both recognize that girls
with CAH are more likely to have male-typical toy
preferences, they contrast sharply in their interpre-
tations of the roots of such preferences.

Hooven and Fine’s contrasting interpreta-
tions are visible again with regard to children’s
playstyles and toy choices. While Hooven stresses
that these differences are anchored in testos-
terone’s effects on the brain, Fine stresses the cen-
tral role of socialization. According to Hooven,
testosterone does have an impact on gendered be-
havior. Testosterone helps aid the development of
male and female bodies. Since society has deemed
those bodies “masculine” and “feminine”, and
constructed social roles around such bodies, boys
and girls end up acting the way they do. Hooven
acknowledges that gender roles are, indeed, con-
structed by society and do reinforce boys’ and
girls’ playstyles and toy choices. Yet for Hooven,
boys and girls gravitate to particular playstyles

and toy choices in no small part due to hormonal
influences on their developing brains.

Fine challenges the biological argument, how-
ever, seeing it as another illustration of the
“Testosterone Rex” myth. “In toy stores, “Fine
writes (17), “Sex-segregated product aisles (real
or virtual) assume a child’s biological sex is a
good guide to what kinds of toys will interest
them. . . supposedly in keeping with sex-specific
selection pressures of our evolutionary past” (em-
phases added). Yet for Fine, it is socialization and
norms in the first place that decisively determine
gendered choices. Children are taught at an early
age by parents, friends, marketers and others the
toys with which they are expected to play. Toy
stores act as a form of gender policing in which
they reinforce gender norms of girls playing with
feminine toys and boys playing with masculine
toys. Due to the social norms of their respected so-
cieties, children are conditioned to behave in ways
that align with their society’s values. In sum, again
we see that although both authors recognize the
plain differences in girls’ and boys’ playing styles
and preferences, they offer different explanations.

Let us turn now to apparent differences in
males’ and females’ tendencies toward nurturant
behavior. Both Fine and Hooven discuss the ob-
servable difference in nurturing patterns between
men and women. Females typically are expected
to be more caring and maternal towards their chil-
dren compared to men. Yet for Fine, these so-
cial expectations on nurturance are by no means
anchored in any deterministic sense in our biol-
ogy, as evidenced by the diversity of “roles” male
and female animals play in nature. As Fine writes
(31), the “incredible diversity of sex roles across
the animal kingdom” shows that “gamete size”
does not “determine arrangements for mating or
parental care.” Essentially, Fine suggests that bio-
logical sex does not determine how one will act to-
wards their children. Since sex “roles” vary across
all mammals and different cultures, it is reduction-
istic to suggest a person’s capacity for nurturant
behavior is constrained by their biological nature.
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Fine (73) continues her point by emphasizing:

It’s simply not possible to designate
any one way of life as representative
of “male sexuality” or “female sexual-
ity.” So, too, for parental care: although
greater maternal care seems to be uni-
versal across time and place, both moth-
ers and fathers can be negligent and abu-
sive, or loving and attentive, while cul-
tural norms span from wet nurses to
breast-feeding on demand, from board-
ing schools and thrashings to permis-
sive, helicopter parenting.

In brief, Fine claims that it is not right to assign
fixed roles based on sex. Since females and males
do overlap in their behavior, traits, and actions, it
is empirically wrong and (as I will discuss below)
politically shortsighted to restrict the scope of par-
enting behavior to the sex dichotomy. Humans act
according to their cultural norms, and thus, sex
roles vary depending on a person’s environment.

Unsurprisingly, Hooven disagrees and be-
lieves that sex hormones do prompt a difference in
nurturing instincts. While examining a song spar-
row experiment (Wingfield et al. 1990), Hooven
(159) writes:

Wingfield increased T in a group of
males who were busy being dads, spend-
ing the day searching for tasty morsels
like beetles, seeds, or worms and bring-
ing them back to the nest. With elevated
testosterone, other activities took on a
greater appeal. Instead of devoting time
and resources to their children, high-T
dads went out singing at all hours along
the perimeter of their territories, telling
the neighbors to screw off and trying to
score new females. The high-T dads ne-
glected their families, and their chicks
were more likely to die of starvation.

Hooven refers to this animal study to show how
testosterone impacts nurturant behavior. Males

who have higher amount of testosterone in their
system are less likely to be devoted fathers.
Testosterone makes a male want to engage in more
sexual promiscuity and compete with other males
instead of caring for their children. Thus, through
Wingfield’s experiment, Hooven illustrates what
she views as an important causal link between sex
hormones and behavior – a link that Fine sees as
negligible (for humans) before wider social and
cultural forces.

Lastly, we examine Hooven’s and Fine’s inter-
pretations of males’ and female’s mating strate-
gies. Men are stereotypically perceived to be
more promiscuous than women, who are seen as
choosier than men in their mating patterns – a
claim empirically bolstered by evolutionary psy-
chological research. Hooven (197) writes that
testosterone is a “culprit” for men’s sexuality,
again highlighting the relevance of animal studies:

Once it is granted that men’s greater
sex drive and preference for novelty
are an adaptation, there is little doubt
that testosterone is part of the mecha-
nism. Whatever the mechanism is, it
of course has to differ between males
and females. And high testosterone, a
product of male sperm producing testi-
cles, clearly promotes physical and be-
havioral features designed to increase
mating success. There’s every reason
to think that the mechanisms that ex-
plain the greater male libido and prefer-
ence for sexual novelty likewise involve
T. Animal studies aside we know that
large increases in men’s T levels going
from extremely low to normal, will in-
crease sex drive, sexual arousal, and sex-
ual function.

Basically, Hooven believes that testosterone plays
a significant role in differentiating men and
women’s sexual behavior. Males’ higher testos-
terone spurs them to have a greater desire for
sexual variety. Testosterone prompts men to
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have different attitudes and beliefs towards sex
compared to women. A leading scholar, David
Buss, supports Hooven’s claims regarding men
and women’s different sexual strategies. Accord-
ing to Buss (1995), men tend to desire more sex-
ual variety than women. Also, males tend to be
more open to casual sex than females, who are
more inclined to prefer love and intimacy with a
loyal partner. Essentially, evolutionary-orientated
scholars argue that testosterone is a key reason
behind men’s and women’s different instincts re-
garding intimacy and sexuality. Despite these
claims, Fine again echoes her socialization ap-
proach, stressing that this difference in sexuality
is due to social norms. To underscore this point,
Fine refers to two classic studies (Clark and Hat-
field, 1985; Hald and Hogh-Olesen, 2010) where
male and female students are approached on a col-
lege campus by members of the opposite sex and
invited on a date or for casual sex. Fine (43-44)
writes:

Male proposers were perceived as more
dangerous than the female ones, and
women predicted that they would be per-
ceived more negatively overall, and as
more promiscuous, socially inappropri-
ate, and sexually desperate if they were
to accept the offer than if they were to
refuse. For men, by contrast, accept-
ing the offer was perceived to enhance,
rather than damage, their reputation. . .
Nor is the point that women’s and men’s
sexuality is really just the same. But
these studies perform a useful service
in drawing attention to what appears to
be easily overlooked: the many different
social factors, still unequal for women
and men, that feed into sexual decision
making.

In other words, Fine believes that social norms and
values prompt males and females to differ in their
sexual behavior. Since society polices women to
stay pure and innocent, women do not engage in

sexual promiscuity as much as men. However, so-
ciety encourages men to act upon their urges and
have sex with multiple partners, as it improves
their reputation and status. Thus, one’s social ar-
rangements and culture determine their choices to-
wards sexual behavior. Fine stresses that there are
many factors that guide men and women’s sexual
choices.

We see, yet again, that Hooven and Fine
acknowledge observable differences in men and
women’s sexual behavior, yet they disagree
sharply on the roots of these differences.

4. Interpreting the Controversy Through a Po-
litical Lens

As we have seen above in appraising their re-
spective claims and evidence, Hooven and Fine
have contrasting viewpoints about the impact of
testosterone on gendered behavior. But both au-
thors go further in sketching what they see as the
implications on society and politics for denying
the claims and evidence in their respective books.
Often, people will either affirm or deny biological
differences between males and females in order to
either justify or challenge sexism and gender in-
equality. Yet Hooven (25) stresses that it is wrong
to use science to justify bad behaviors in males
and females. She discusses throughout her book
the numerous ways that “testosterone pushes the
psychology and behavior of the sexes apart.” Yet
she notes that this is not “bad news”, but rather
“empowering information”:

Nothing we know about T or sex differ-
ences implies that we have to accept cur-
rent levels of sexual assault, harassment,
discrimination, or coercion. On the con-
trary, social progress depends on scien-
tific progress. Understanding the forces
that drive our priorities and behavior,
and how genes, hormones, and environ-
ment interact, helps us equip us to com-
bat the expression of the darker parts of
our nature. There is no need to down-
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play the role of testosterone in our lives.
Learning about how the world works
and confronting the truth can sometimes
be uncomfortable or disturbing. But I
hope that it’s mostly satisfying, empow-
ering, and even fun, as it has been for
me.

This quote perfectly summarizes Hooven’s stance
on the political issue. While sex hormones do in-
fluence gendered behavior, this by no means sug-
gests that we must resign ourselves to such roles
and certainly not to gender disparities. Hooven
believes that our efforts to bring about social and
political progress hinge on the best scientific ev-
idence available. That is, we should continue to
conduct sound scientific research about both the
social and biological roots of gendered behavior
so society can become more just and fair. Hooven
frames her argument against those who do not be-
lieve in the power of testosterone on gendered be-
havior. While she believes it is important to take
science into account for gendered behavior, she is
against those who want to ignore these facts due to
their suggested harmful implications on society.

Of course, it is precisely those biological
“facts” that Fine contests. It is long past due, in
Fine’s view, to dethrone testosterone as the alleged
“kingmaker” shaping human masculinity and be-
havior. As she writes (15-16):

Testosterone affects our brains, body,
and behavior. But it is neither the
king nor the kingmaker – the potent,
hormonal essence of competitive, risk-
taking masculinity – it’s often assumed
to be. . . But seriously, Testosterone Rex
is extinct. It misrepresents our past,
present, and future; it misdirects scien-
tific research; and it reinforces an un-
equal status quo. It’s time to say good-
bye, and move on.

By fundamentally misconstruing the roots of gen-
dered behavior, Testosterone Rex hampers soci-

ety from achieving full gender equality. The sci-
entific claim that sex hormones decisively shape
the behaviors of men and women hinders soci-
ety from progressing forward to a fairer and more
just world. Fine is emotionally charged; she
sees herself fighting for feminism and fighting
against those who still believe in testosterone’s
ability to regulate gendered behavior. Socializa-
tion and culture are key reasons why gendered
behavior exists and Fine emphasizes that people
must take these other factors into account. Once
other people consider how societal norms influ-
ence gendered behavior, then gender equality can
be achieved. When this happens, people will see
how women should have the same and equal rights
as males. Fine argues that this enlightenment will
help males realize women are equals to men, but
society makes them behave differently. Believing
in Testosterone Rex prevents society from moving
forward towards female rights as it supports male
behaviors are preferred, which is wrong. As de-
picted above, Hooven has a fundamentally differ-
ent interpretation compared to Fine about the truth
of testosterone on the body as well as a different
interpretation on the implications on society.

Unlike Hooven, Fine engages in ideological
critique. That is, she accuses believers in “Testos-
terone Rex” of promoting ideas that foster sexism
and gender inequality in society. She claims (96):

Testosterone Rex implicitly blames
women for their lower salary and status,
distracting attention away from the ‘un-
ruly amalgam’ of gendered influences—
the norms, beliefs, rewards, inequalities,
experiences, and, let’s not forget, pun-
ishment by those who seek to protect
their turf from lower-status outsiders—
that unevenly tip the cost-benefit scales.

In writing this statement, Fine challenges Testos-
terone Rex for its harmful political implications.
Testosterone Rex continues the idea that men are
superior to women due to their inherent biologi-
cal differences. When people believe in Testos-
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terone Rex, it furthers gender inequality and un-
fairly justifies sexism. This belief does not take
into account the norms and social policing that
furthers gendered behavior and inequality. Men
want to keep their power and they preserve their
social dominance by assuming their pursuits are
more significant than women’s. Fine (144-145)
urges people to change their mindsets as women
will never experience true equality if they keep
this old and extinct mindset intact:

Those who think in gender-essentialist
ways are more likely to endorse the gen-
der stereotypes that are the foundation
of intended and unintended discrimina-
tion in the workplace. They are more
likely to feel negatively toward power-
seeking women, relative to men. They
are more likely to allocate child care in
a traditional way. They are more likely
to prefer that the husband earns more in
a heterosexual marriage, and to expect
to make traditional work-care trade-offs.
Women encouraged to take an essential-
ist view of gender become more vulner-
able to ‘stereotype threat’ — the reduc-
tion in performance and interest in tra-
ditionally masculine domains triggered
by negative stereotypes about women.
Gender essentialist thinking makes men
evaluate sex crimes more leniently, and
makes people less supportive of progres-
sive gender policies and feel more com-
fortable with the status quo.

Basically, Fine emphasizes the harmful political,
economic, and cultural consequences associated
with agreeing with Testosterone Rex. On the po-
litical side, women would not have the same rights
as men nor treated with respect in the workforce.
Women would not want to work in male dom-
inated spheres such as STEM fields as it would
have the expectation to be an occupation only for
men. Societal norms enforce gender roles, and
thus, women would act differently according to

Testosterone Rex beliefs. Women would be the
“stay at home” mom, while men to be working the
office all day to provide for his family. Thus, the
man would be making all of the money in the re-
lationship as the woman would have to rely on her
husband for resources. Further, Fine emphasizes
that men would not understand the real causes be-
hind their misbehaviors towards women. As a re-
sult, people would stray from gender equality and
women’s rights. Fine sees a real problem in be-
lieving in Testosterone Rex as it would push back
social progress society has made.

5. Two Paradigms in the Public Arena

This dichotomous debate also takes place on
the internet. Bloggers, journalists, and more dis-
cuss whether sex hormones have a direct im-
pact on gendered behavior. For example, authors
Rebecca M. Jordan-Young and Katrina Karkazis
(2019) do not believe in the power of testosterone.
In their Washington Post article, “Five Myths
About Testosterone”, they argue that testosterone
does not lead males to becoming more hostile, ag-
gressive, or angry; nor does it increase men’s li-
bidos or necessarily enable them to perform bet-
ter in sports. Similar to Fine, the authors state that
there are other variables to consider when explain-
ing gendered behavior, such as the social environ-
ment. Jordan-Young and Karkazis do not believe
that testosterone drives the difference in gendered
behavior. Moreover, echoing Fine’s method, they
challenge studies claiming the influence of testos-
terone on behavior and deem the studies flawed in
logic and science.

While some authors underestimate the power
of testosterone, others support how testosterone
affects the body and a person’s behavior. In “Trans
Women Athletes Hold Competitive Edge, Even
After Testosterone Suppression, Scientists Say”,
Jessica Chasmar reports how males who transition
to females have an athletic advantage over biolog-
ical females. Thus, sports officials may not allow
transgender women to play in competitive sports

8

Locus: The Seton Hall Journal of Undergraduate Research, Vol. 6 [2023], Art. 3

https://scholarship.shu.edu/locus/vol6/iss1/3



as officials debate it would not be a fair compe-
tition. Although transgender women are required
to go through testosterone suppression in order to
compete, some scientists caution that this therapy
may not be sufficient. Chasmar (1) cites Hooven
in the article:

[T]rans athletes who have undergone
typical male puberty retain ”much but
not all of their athletic advantages” over
people born female even after under-
going testosterone suppression. “Ex-
perts and activists debate the question of
just how much strength and muscle vol-
ume drop after testosterone-suppressing
medication. But evidence shows that
male-typical levels of muscle mass and
strength are not completely lost. In
some trans women, no muscle at all is
lost.”

In brief, transgender women who have gone
through testosterone suppression may still have a
competitive advantage over their biologically fe-
male opponents. According to Hooven, testos-
terone suppression therapy does not impact a
transwomen’s body to a great extent. In other
words, she stresses that transwomen have a com-
petitive advantage since they are likely to retain
their muscle strength. As a result, experts, sci-
entists, and sports trainers are debating whether
letting transwomen compete is fair. This article
demonstrates how biological arguments concern-
ing the power and influence of testosterone are rel-
evant in the media.

6. Final Assessment of Argument and Evi-
dence

While writing her book, I believe that Fine has
blind spots in her discussion. Fine has assump-
tions that should be distinctly fleshed out in con-
cise words. Since she majorly focuses on over-
turning the majority belief in “Testosterone Rex”,
she does not distinctly state what is the reason

for sex differences. Rather, she just hypothesizes
that there are other factors in society that cre-
ate the division between the sexes and gendered
behavior. By focusing her attention on fighting
“Testosterone Rex”, she does not concentrate on
her own thesis as to what could be the other possi-
bilities. In her book, Fine does not highlight ad-
equate evidence that social factors far outweigh
biological factors. Fine ends her book by writ-
ing, that “revolving science is showing. . . . [i]t’s
time to stop blaming Testosterone Rex, because
that king is dead” (149). Essentially, she sug-
gests that people should not blame testosterone for
causing gendered behavior. However, what she
does not adequately unpack how social factors ex-
plain the differences in behavior between men and
women. Although she amply challenges errors
in other researchers’ studies, her argument would
be stronger if she provided research that demon-
strated the greater impact of social over biological
determinants of gendered behavior.

It should be noted that Fine participates in
confirmation bias in her book. Fine discusses
work from scientist Angus John Bateman who
tested a sexual selection theory in fruit flies. His
study supported a biological claim that promis-
cuous males have greater reproductive success.
Later in the book, Fine (24) mentions she does
not agree with Bateman’s conclusions and cites a
study from evolutionary biologists that reexamine
his conclusions:

While Bateman recognized this issue,
Snyder and Gowaty quantified it. They
noticed that in two-thirds of Bateman’s
series of experiments, his data indicated
that males had produced more offspring
than the females: a logical impossibility,
since every offspring of course had both
a father and a mother. In other words,
the data had been biased toward count-
ing the offspring of males. This bias is
important because the very point of the
study was to compare male and female
variance in reproductive success, yet the

9

Bernstein: Testosterone, Gendered Behavior, and Societal Norms

Published by eRepository @ Seton Hall, 2023



data were biased in ways likely to inflate
estimates of the male variance.

Essentially, Fine finds other scientific studies that
support her criticisms of Testosterone Rex. That
is, she cites another study critical of Bateman for
his alleged bias towards supporting testosterone’s
impact on male fertility. It appears that Fine only
supports studies and information that agree with
what she already thinks is true. It is difficult to
discern whether Fine’s confirmation bias amounts
to conscious cherry picking (i.e., intentionally se-
lecting data supportive of her perspective). Ei-
ther way, it is plain that she is far more attentive
throughout her book to existing literature support-
ive of her view and contrary to Hooven’s emphasis
on the key role of testosterone.

Due to the weaknesses of Fine’s thesis, evi-
dence, and writing, I find Hooven’s argument and
evidence more convincing. Fine focuses her book
too much on attacking her opponent, Testosterone
Rex and does not spend enough time writing about
how the environment and socialization actually
impact gendered behavior. Additionally, Fine’s
book is not organized well as she jumps around in
her writing. Since Fine is so emotionally charged
in her writing, her ideas appear scattered and don’t
flow well. On the other hand, Hooven effectively
organizes her book. Her thesis is clearly stated
at the outset, and each chapter is based on a piece
of evidence that demonstrates how testosterone in-
fluences gendered behavior. Hooven carefully dis-
cusses her points, brings in studies that support her
argument, and yet welcomes counterarguments as
well. Hooven’s writing is concise, straightfor-
ward, and does not leave the reader confused. In
brief, Hooven’s more organized and compelling
writing, coupled with the strength of her argument
and evidence, makes a more convincing case in
the end regarding the biological bases of gendered
behavior.
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