
Steroid Provocations: On the Materiality of Politics

in the History of Sex Hormones

A ccording to Chandak Sengoopta, a historian of sex hormones, what

most fascinated scientists in the early phases of endocrinology, in the

first decades of the twentieth century, was what he calls “the plastici-

zation of the body”: “that the body was modifiable—significantly, if not in-

finitely, and in relatively painless ways” ð2006, 6Þ. What particularly inter-

ests me is the modifiability that sex hormones seemed to promise and what

it meant in terms of the binary of two sexes. When sex became modifiable

through means other than surgery, did sex hormones also bring about ten-

sions concerning the Western two-sex binary?

Feminist scholars have convincingly shown that many scientists have as-

sumed a two-sex binary in their assessment of sex hormones, and these schol-

ars have criticized the process whereby these phenomena came to be labeled

“female” and “male” hormones.1 Here, however, I pay attention to cases in

which scientists and practitioners have not regarded these steroid phenom-

ena primarily as sex hormones. I suggest that a focus on cases in which sci-

entists ðand other actorsÞ have been interested in these phenomena for other

reasons can complicate the previous narratives about their history. I refer in

particular to cases in which the effects on sex characteristics were regarded as

unwanted side effects and risks rather than defining what these steroids were.

I will suggest that societal concerns about the risks of steroid products

have not always focused on health risks per se but rather on the risks—or

provocation—that steroid products pose to the binary of two sexes, partic-

ularly when these products have transformed sex characteristics. As Celia

Roberts notes, “etymologically, hormao means to excite or provoke” ð2007,
199Þ. Like Roberts, I am drawn to the verb “provoke” in relation to sex hor-

mones because “there is an openness in this verb that leaves space for rela-

tions other than determinism” ð199Þ. An important material feminist insight

1 See, e.g.,Oudshoorn ð1994Þ, Fausto-Sterling ð2000Þ, Roberts ð2007Þ, and Satzinger ð2012Þ.
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is that so-called biological phenomena can be discussed alternatively, with-

out assuming that their effect on sex is first and foremost deterministic ðas a
sentence like “Secondary sex characteristics are caused by sex hormones”

would tend to implyÞ.2
The question of sex hormones therefore not only concerns the effects

of these molecules within bodies; to paraphrase Judith Butler ð1990Þ, it is
also a question of the “sex trouble” that these hormones and their particu-

lar usages have brought about. Several accounts already exist of the develop-

ment of marketable hormone products and the corresponding development

of common public understandings regarding these hormones.3 In spite of

this, the question about sex hormones’ potential to provoke the Western

binary of two sexes has received surprisingly little attention.4 Even if

women or men are discussed in all feminist sex hormone histories, much

less attention is paid to the ways in which hormone products have trans-

formed sex characteristics to the extent that the boundaries of female and

male bodies have become blurred.

I will therefore explore whether the development of steroid chemistry

and the use of steroids have resulted in tensions between the technological

possibilities of steroids and the intelligibility of sex, where the boundaries of

sexed life have become contested. My argument is that if we are to think

about the relation between feminist politics and nonhuman matters, one pos-

sible approach is to acknowledge such tensions as disruptions in the binary

system of two sexes. Here, I consider the blurring of the boundaries of sex

as a kind of politics of sex. I reappropriate material feminist and political sci-

entist Jane Bennett’s ð2010Þ reading of political scientist Jacques Rancière

in order to explore what politics may mean if we are to argue that in addi-

tion to deliberate human action, sex hormones have something to do with

the politics of sex.

In exploring this question, I employ what Judith Halberstam has called

“scavenger methodology” ð1998, 13Þ: a gathering of examples from wide-

ranging sources, contexts, and times. These contexts include discussions

about hormone treatments in Finnish medical journals from the 1960s,

medical and media attention to steroid use in sports from the 1960s to the

1980s, and Finnish parliamentary discussions and legislation on gender re-

assignment in the beginning of the twenty-first century.5 I do not aim to tell

2 On material feminism, see Alaimo and Hekman ð2008Þ.
3 See Oudshoorn ð1994, 2003Þ, Fausto-Sterling ð2000Þ, Sengoopta ð2006Þ, Roberts

ð2007Þ, and Satzinger ð2012Þ.
4 See, however, Birke ð2003Þ.
5 The research material for my ongoing study, from which these examples are drawn,

includes legislative documents related to legal gender recognition and scientific articles from
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these histories in a thorough way but rather discuss each case briefly in order

to make my point about politics and to argue that alternative histories of sex

hormones are possible and worth exploring more extensively.

Sex and hormones

What makes the study of hormones especially interesting for feminists is

that some of them “can dramatically affect sexual development” ðFausto-
Sterling 2000, 193Þ. Because of this capacity to, for example, stimulate the

growth of breasts, affect the form of genitals, and regulate the menstrual

cycle, these types of hormones are persistently called “sex hormones”—even

though the same hormones also “govern the processes of cell growth”—
“affecting most, if not all, of the body’s organ systems” ð193Þ. What is cru-

cial is that as soon as these phenomena, to use Karen Barad’s ð2007Þ term,

were encountered, they began to be used for the molding of bodies.6

The birth of endocrinology is most often credited to the mid-nineteenth

century and to the idea that bodies produce internal secretions. In the be-

ginning of the twentieth century, it was proposed that these secretions

traveled from the gland where they were produced, through the blood-

stream, to other parts of the body, where they provoked their effects ðRob-
erts 2007, 35Þ. According to the current understanding, there are various

types of hormones that regulate, for example, the immune system, salt and

water balance, and growth. In the early decades of the twentieth century,

the relation of “sex” to these secretions and to the chemical regulation of

bodies was fiercely debated. Since 1907, it has been claimed that these

chemical processes also regulate bodily sex differences. This group of hor-

6 Barad uses the term “phenomenon” in a particular way, as part of her indeterminate

account of ontology. She suggests that anything observed by science exists only within a

certain “apparatus” and is therefore not an independent object. Barad’s own examples consist

of both different laboratory apparatuses and, for example, ultrasound technology, in which

the phenomenon of a fetus, or an “individual infant,” is perceived ðBarad 2007Þ. On how

Barad’s thinking can be appropriated for a rethinking of the ontology of sex hormones, see

Irni ð2013cÞ.

three Finnish medical journals, Suomen Lääkärilehti ðFinnish medical journalÞ, Finska Lä-

karesällskapets Handlingar ðPapers of the Finnish Medical AssociationÞ, and Duodecim, as

well as newspaper material from the following archival sources: Archives of Päivälehti ðthe
predecessor of Helsingin Sanomat/Helsinki TimesÞ, Archives of the Ministry of Foreign Af-

fairs, the archives of professor of physiology and sports physician Kaarlo Hartiala ð1919–
2009Þ from the Archives of Urho Kekkonen, and Archives of the Finnish Olympic Commit-

tee from the Sports Archive of Finland. The newspaper material consists of commentaries,

debates, columns, and caricatures. My study concentrates on the 1950s to the present.
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mones came to be called sex hormones, and along with a few other hor-

mones, they were classified as steroids. Sex hormones became a solution to

the debates of geneticists and physiologists about the formation of sex. In

1916, zoologist Frank Lillie proposed that sex was first determined by

chromosomes and then materialized in the body through the work of sex

hormones ðOudshoorn 1994, 21–24Þ.
The research on hormones was heavily influenced by the earlier idea

that specific organs were the core of sex, the ovaries for women and the

testicles for men. The developing field of endocrinology continued this tra-

dition by assuming that secretions from the ovaries were the key to female

sex and that secretions from the testes caused the development of male

characteristics. These secretions were named, according to this gendered

perspective, “androgens” and “estrogens.” By the late 1930s scientists had,

however, noted that both “male” and “female” hormones existed in the

bodies of both sexes and that chemically the “male” and “female” sub-

stances were quite similar and were converted within bodies into each other.

In other words, instead of essences, sex had become fluid: a question of rel-

ative amounts of these substances in bodies.7

According to contemporary understandings, the production of hor-

mones is much more complex and less sex segregated than first envisioned.

For example, contemporary scientists suggest that ovaries primarily pro-

duce testosterone, most of which is then converted to estrogen. In ad-

dition, research suggests that the amount of estrogen produced in adult

male bodies is approximately equivalent to the amount of estrogen pro-

duced in postmenopausal women’s bodies. These chemicals also have simi-

lar effects in both female and male bodies. For example, the puberty changes

in both girls and boys are “kicked off ” by testosterone produced in the ad-

renal gland. In addition, testosterone receptors exist in the clitoris, vagina,

and nipples, and testosterone is believed to enable their sexual stimulation

ðRako 1999, 42–44Þ.
Since the developments of the 1930s, it has therefore been questionable

to talk about “female” and “male” hormones. One of the scientists who

criticized the naming of these substances as sex hormones, Dutch chemist

John Freud, proposed that this naming was “not because they are very

important for sexual development, but merely because the changes these

substances bring about in the organism can be observed with rather crude

techniques of observation” ð1936, 12–14Þ.8 This means that some of their

7 See Oudshoorn ð1994, 24–39Þ, Fausto-Sterling ð2000Þ, Roberts ð2007, 38Þ, and Marks

ð2010, 62–63Þ.
8 This quotation is taken from Nelly Oudshoorn’s translation ð1994, 35Þ.
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effects—on sex characteristics in particular—can be seen and heard with-

out laboratory equipment. For example, if a person considered female takes

a considerable amount of androgens or androgen derivatives such as ana-

bolic steroids over a sustained period of time, that person will develop a

lower voice and more body hair. Such a transformation, in turn, is a disrup-

tion in a context where a binary of two sexes is considered important and

where men and women tend to be distinguished by the pitch of their voices

and their amount of body hair, especially on the face.

In what follows, I argue for an understanding of politics that acknowl-

edges the significance of sexed bodies as a political act. My suggestion is

that the visible and audible effects that steroids have on sex characteristics

are key to understanding why they have become enmeshed in a number of

societal scandals and regulatory processes and that these effects are also key

to understanding why steroids have enabled the public disruption of the

binary imaginaries of sex.

Politics as disruption

There have been several attempts to propose a relationship between non-

humans and politics. In particular, environmental and nonhuman animal

politics have motivated researchers to envision ethical and political practices

in which the concerns of nonhumans play a role. These efforts have been

motivated by the importance attributed, for example, to the continued ex-

istence of particular ecosystems, to possibilities for saving energy or deal-

ing with waste, and to issues around animal testing and eating.9 However,

only a few such projects have explicitly interrogated political theory when

discussing what nonhuman participation may entail, and the previous en-

counters between science studies and political science have not accounted

for the question of sex.

I find science studies’ concerns about environmental and nonhuman

animal politics important, but theorizations of nonhumans as actors also in-

volve aspects that do not seem helpful in the case of steroids. Theoriz-

ing environmental politics from the perspective of democratic participation

seems to rest on an argument for a nonhuman subjectivity. For example,

science studies scholar and political theorist Jane Bennett, inspired by both

Bruno Latour and Charles Darwin, ponders the “freedom of choice” of

worms ðBennett 2010, 96–98Þ. Myra Hird, inspired by Latour’s idea of “a

parliament of things,” focuses on how bacteria communicate about and

9 See Haraway ð2008Þ, Bennett ð2010Þ, Hird ð2013Þ, Marres ð2013Þ, and Vehviläinen

ð2014Þ.
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“vote” for appropriate action under environmental stress ðHird 2009, 46Þ.10
Hird writes: “A collective assessment of colonial stress as a whole is deter-

mined by cooperative perception. Starved cells emit chemical messages that

convey stress. The other colony members use the information for contex-

tual interpretation of the state of the colony relative to its own individual sit-

uation. Accordingly, each bacterium ‘votes’—it sends a message for or against

sporulation. Once each member has sent its preferences and read the other

messages, sporulation is initiated if the ‘majority vote’ is in favor” ð46Þ.
Here Hird is clearly walking a tightrope. However, she argues, the mi-

crobiologists who study bacteria are walking a tightrope as well. This is be-

cause the above account about “political” behavior among bacteria implies

a struggle “between a strong eschewal of anthropomorphizing bacterial pro-

cesses and a commitment to acknowledging the sophistication of bacterial

organization” ðHird 2009, 53Þ. In this struggle lies a key to understanding

the confrontation between poststructuralist and material feminisms, which

leads to the following question: are the activities of “nature” something to

be acknowledged by feminist scholars and feminist politics, or are descrip-

tions such as voting, coding, or communication, as several poststructuralist

thinkers ðe.g., Sullivan 2012Þ have claimed, mere labels given by humans,

where subjectivity is problematically ascribed to nature? Within science stud-

ies, Noortje Marres’s ð2013Þ approach comes close to the poststructuralists’,

because she calls attention to how humans bestow different materials with

different political meaning.

Crucially, either the actions of nonhumans seem to be denied or ig-

nored or the question of the subjectivity of nonhuman phenomena seems

to be taken as the starting point for the political significance of their ac-

tions. The latter is the case in both Hird and Bennett. This practice re-

iterates what political scientist Tiina Vaittinen, following Giorgio Agam-

ben, has described as a distinction between “bios as the politically relevant

life and zoē as the mere fact of living, or ‘bare life’” ðVaittinen 2014, 107Þ.
Noting the prevalence of this assumption in feminist political theories of

care, Vaittinen argues that this distinction is problematic because it a priori

excludes vulnerable bodies—such as those not capable of communication—
from the sphere of political agency and renders them as mere objects of

political endeavors.

In accounts of nonhumans and politics, such as those of Bennett and

Hird, the theorization of nonhumans as active seeks to counter the human-

10 In short, the notion of a parliament of things denotes forms of decision making in

which the concerns of not only human but also nonhuman actors are taken seriously. For an

assessment of Latour’s variable accounts of politics, see Tamminen ð2012Þ.

512 y Irni

This content downloaded from 083.145.195.016 on April 19, 2016 23:02:13 PM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



subjectivity-centered notion of politics by arguing for a nonhuman sub-

jectivity. This subjectivity includes, for example, the ability to communi-

cate, make choices, or vote. Such formulations, instead of questioning the

boundary between bare life and political agency, seem to have set the bound-

ary in motion: while in most political science settings the boundary lies be-

tween humans and nonhumans, the boundary is now moved in order to

include an expanding range of nonhumans assumed to be capable of po-

litical subjectivity.

In order to explore the political beyond questions such as who is capa-

ble of political subjectivity, where exactly the boundaries should be drawn,

or whether assigning political subjectivity to nonhuman animals or bacteria

is debatable anthropomorphizing, I have chosen to approach politics from

another angle. With this end in view, the understanding I have chosen fo-

cuses less on political subjectivity and draws instead on the process of dis-

ruption as a political act ðRancière 1999Þ.
As Jenny Edkins has proposed, acts of disruption need not be related

to “grand moments of openness or undecidability that arise in between

established social systems” ð1999, 5Þ. Here, I pay attention to much more

modest, momentary disruptions. I fully admit that this is a gross reap-

propriation of the constructions of Rancière ð1999Þ, who has theorized dis-

agreement. Rancière in fact has explicitly stated that nonhumans do not

qualify as actors in his scheme of thought ðBennett 2010, 106Þ. Neverthe-

less, I suggest that this approach supports an account of steroid participa-

tion in politics. In this article, I rely on Bennett’s interpretation of Rancière.

For Rancière, a political act consists of a disruption, in which bodies not

previously recognized by the public enter the scene more visibly than be-

fore. From this perspective, politics does not necessarily involve preserv-

ing a particular order or action that “respond½s� to already articulated prob-

lems” ðBennett 2010, 105Þ. Instead, a political act disrupts the prevailing

order: disrupting bodies expose “the arbitrariness of the dominant ‘parti-

tion of the sensible’” ð105; see also Rancière 2013, 7–8Þ. For my purposes,

such disruption concerns the binary distinction between the two sexes.

As Bennett points out, Ranciére’s thoughts can be reappropriated by

broadening the understanding of who or what can cause a disruption: “Is

the power to disrupt really limited to human speakers?” ðBennett 2010,
106Þ. Another way to broaden this thinking so as to account for nonhu-

mans is to choose “to define what counts as political by what effect is

generated: a political act not only disrupts, it disrupts in such a way as to

change radically what people can ‘see’” ð106–7Þ. I suggest that the idea

of the political act as disruption proves helpful for understanding the ac-

tions of steroids. This is because their specific way of affecting bodies has
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fueled a proliferation of bodies that do not strictly conform to the male/

female distinction. I am proposing here the possibility of seeing the history

of sex hormones as also involving disruptions to the binary understanding

of bodies as either female or male. While such a binary may have seemed

persistent, at least in the West, I suggest that it is important to note even

minor or modest disruptions that have set this state of affairs into contes-

tation. In what follows, I discuss three different cases in which such bodily

effects on sex have become relevant.

Case 1: Explorations of hormone treatment

with androgens and estrogens

During the 1960s, lively discussions appeared in Finnish medical journals

about how estrogens and androgens could be used for diverse purposes.

Similar discussions have also flourished elsewhere ðSengoopta 2006Þ, but
histories of sex hormones have not focused on whether they troubled the

two-sex binary. These diverse purposes included, for example, treating men’s

atherosclerosis with estrogens ðBurstein 1960Þ, treating women’s meno-

pausal symptoms with either estrogens or androgens ðSoiva 1961Þ, and en-

hancing athletes’ performance abilities ðMustala 1967Þ. What was common

for all these endeavors was that the formation of sex characteristics was not

taken as the central effect of these hormones but rather an inconvenient

side effect. For example, Josef Burstein reported that in a study on ath-

erosclerosis, men’s breast tissue was removed in order to combat the “side

effect” of estrogens, which induced the growth of breasts ð1960, 100Þ.
What is pivotal is that there was a lot going on with the so-called sex

hormones. From the perspective of these endeavors, even if the discussants

were well aware that these hormones altered the so-called sex character-

istics in different ways, these effects did not necessarily define what these

hormonal phenomena were. In other words, these phenomena were not

always assumed to be first and foremost sex hormones. However, in proj-

ects that focused on other aspects and enactments of these phenomena,

“sex” still became relevant, especially when estrogens were seen as useful

for treating men and androgens for treating women. In these cases, if these

hormones were used in quantities that well superseded their usual amount

in female or male bodies, they induced transformations to sex characteristics.

Therefore, the effects on sex became unwanted side effects that needed to

be combatted rather than effects that defined the substances.

In addition to surgically removing men’s breast tissue in the case of

estrogen treatment of men, physicians lowered the doses and terminated

the treatment of menopausal women being treated with androgens before
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any drastic changes appeared. Like a few other scholars before him ðon
these scholars, see, e.g., Sengoopta 2006Þ, Finnish gynecologist Keijo

Soiva praised the effects of androgens on menopausal women at the be-

ginning of the 1960s because they seemed to be at least as effective but

safer than estrogens. At this point, it is important to note that estrogens,

sometimes with a hint of progesterone, are most common in our contem-

porary menopause treatment. In fact, it has been so common to use so-

called female hormones in treating menopause that the history of the dis-

semination of menopausal and postmenopausal hormone treatment in

Finland after the 1950s defines such treatment as “female hormone prod-

ucts” ðTopo 1997, 5Þ. Most other feminist accounts of menopause treat-

ment assume as a starting point that hormone treatment equals the use of

estrogen or both estrogen and progesterone ðe.g., Houck 2006, 53; Rob-

erts 2007, 114–22Þ. This starting point, however, effaces medical discus-

sions in which treatment with so-called female hormones has not been the

only option.

Finnish gynecologist Soiva noted that androgens “have a remarkable

anabolic effect that improves the general condition. They reduce frigidity

and when using them, bleeding is not to be feared” ð1961, 715–17Þ.11 He

also noted the side effects of estrogens, which included sickness ðnauseaÞ,
diarrhea, allergic reactions, and severe bleeding, and that because of these

side effects, estrogen treatment had to be paused after three weeks. How-

ever, he warned of long-term use of androgens in large amounts, because

they could result in side effects such as virilization, lowering of the voice,

and growth of the clitoris ð718Þ. The effects Soiva mentions all transform

characteristics of bodies that are taken to reveal the sex of the body; they

are not health risks per se.

Even though the health risks of estrogen products were already noted

in 1961, as Soiva’s article demonstrates, the definitive blow to so-called

hormone replacement treatment with estrogen came in 2002, with the

premature termination of the world’s largest clinical trial, the Women’s

Health Initiative study in the United States, because of the health risks

of the treatment. Publication of Britain’s Million Women Study in 2003

added more fuel to the critique ðRoberts 2007, 138Þ. It is no news that the

risks of hormone treatment for women have been tolerated for a long time

ðsee, e.g., Oudshoorn 2003Þ. One of the least discussed aspects of the his-

tory of menopause is that at the point when different hormone treatments

were being explored, health risks apparently became more tolerable than

11 Translations from Finnish and Swedish are my own.
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the risks of blurring the boundaries of sex. Even if practically every history

of menopause treatment recognizes the connection between hormone re-

placement therapy and the maintenance of femininity, which aging and the

lessening of estrogen appeared to threaten, I suggest that it is also worth

considering that androgens were tested and their effects discussed, at least

within the confines of medical journals ðfor an account aimed at the public,

see Rako 1999Þ. Judging from Soiva’s text, androgens seemed safer and

at least as effective as estrogens. However, their side effects were deemed

problematic—and I suspect that this was because they were regarded as a

risk to the clear distinguishability and separability of the two sexes.

Case 2: Anabolic steroids and sex transgressions in elite sports

Sports physiology had already developed by the 1940s, but after the

Second World War, the technological enhancement of sport increased.

International sports spectacles became part of “sportive nationalism”

ðHoberman 2005, 249Þ and part of the Cold War’s unarmed warfare, and

therefore the success of athletes was taken to prove the superiority of an

ideology. At this time, states on both sides of the Cold War divide began

to invest in scientific coaching systems. Hormone products came into the

picture in the 1952 Olympic Games when weight lifters from the Soviet

Union began to use them. However, the West was not far behind, if at all.

In the 1960s, anabolic steroids were already broadly in use on both sides

of the Atlantic. Crucially, the development and broader distribution of vi-

sualizing technologies, especially television, resulted in a greater visibility of

international sports events from the 1960s onward.12 This also enhanced the

provocation of the visible effects of steroid products.

In the 1960s, androgens were seen as useful in part because of their

anabolic effects, which include the acceleration of protein synthesis. The

effects regarded as useful included, for example, the capacity to build muscle

strength and help a body to recover from stressful situations such as surgical

operations—or from tough training and competitions in the case of sport.

Here again, using anabolic effects required dealing with other—unwanted—
effects on sex characteristics. The so-called anabolic steroids looked to some

like a solution. Anabolic steroids are synthetic steroids not produced by

human bodies. They are derived from androgenic sex hormones, but they

are modified in order to get the most out of the anabolic effects, rather than

inducing effects on sex characteristics.

12 See Beamish and Ritchie ð2006Þ, Jokisipilä ð2006Þ, Dimeo ð2007, 72–76Þ, and Rantala

ð2011, 17–18Þ.
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Androgenic sex hormones were first considered useful mainly for

women—menwere assumed to have enough androgens on their own. How-

ever, ordinary androgens and their side effects could compromise the sex

characteristics of women. The following comment by a Finnish sports phy-

sician from 1967 voices this concern and poses anabolic steroids as the

solution: “Powerful virilizing qualities restrict the use of the ordinary an-

drogens on women. Instead the so-called anabolic steroids, where the an-

drogen effect has been reduced to 1/50–1/500 of the equivalent effect of

androgens but where the anabolic effect is yet preserved unaltered, are pre-

dicted to have quite substantial usage among women athletes” ðMustala

1967, 691Þ. The author acknowledges, though, that “androgenic side ef-

fects” have not completely disappeared: “However, it has to be stressed that

in long-term use of anabolic steroids androgenic side effects will appear in

women, mostly menstruation disorders and lowering of voice” ð691Þ. It
can be argued that steroids became so provocative in the international sports

scene, in part because of these side effects.

In sport, women’s athletic success and muscular bodies have coexisted

uneasily with broader societal gender norms. An essence of sex difference

has been sought and the gender binary controlled for roughly eighty years,

with ever-changing technical means ðRitchie 2003; Wackwitz 2003; Rand

2013Þ. The history of sport therefore has included an uneasy assemblage of

nature’s creativity in forming variable bodies, the appearance of athletic

women’s bodies in public, and the Western cultural determination to im-

pose a clear boundary between female and male bodies. The history of ana-

bolic steroids in sport ties in to both the issue of sex segregation, promoted

first and foremost by sex tests, and the regulation of performance-enhancing

substances, or doping. The assumption that “men” competing as women

would enjoy an unfair advantage has prompted a history of sex testing focus-

ing on women. Ad hoc testing was conducted at least from 1936 onward,

and more systematically from the mid-1940s. The methods entailed visual

and manual examinations, including the infamous “nude parades,” genital

exams, evaluation of secondary sex characteristics ðe.g., hair patternsÞ, and
chromosome tests from 1967 onward, until the overarching tests were

abandoned before the 2000 Olympic Games ðRitchie 2003Þ. The latest

innovation to control the boundaries of sex, launched in 2011 and chal-

lenged in 2015 by the Indian sprinter Dutee Chand, not only regulated the

exogenous use of steroids and other drugs but set limits on the amount of

endogenous production of testosterone in women’s bodies ðKarkazis et al.
2012Þ. This policy was enacted after South African runner Caster Semenya

won, by a considerable margin, the 800-meter race at the Berlin IAAFWorld
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Championships. After her victory, her muscular appearance raised suspi-

cions about her sex ðWells and Darnell 2014Þ.
Anabolic steroids were first tested during the 1976 Olympic Games.

Because of the known “virilizing” effects they had on women if they were

used in large amounts, the regulation of sex became part of the antidop-

ing endeavor. For example, the German Democratic Republic ðalso known

as the former East GermanyÞ entered the Olympic Games in 1972 and de-

parted with a medal count of sixty-six, superseded only by the much larger

countries of the United States and the Soviet Union. Sports enthusiasts paid

special attention to East German women, and the Americans were dismayed

that after the 1976 Montreal Games, when anabolic steroids were tested for

the first time, none of the East German athletes were caught.13 Suspicions

were raised, as voiced by US competitors, because the East German women

athletes “½didn’t� look exactly like they’re girls” and because “the only way

you can tell it’s a woman is by their bust” ðin Hunt 2011, 58–59Þ.
Some sport researchers regard the positive anabolic steroid test of the

Canadian hundred-meter-run gold medalist Ben Johnson at the 1988 Seoul

Olympic Games as a kickoff to the subsequent growth of the antidoping

regime ðsee, e.g., Hunt 2011, 80–84Þ. It cannot be dismissed, however, that

sex trouble was an indistinguishable part of the doping discussion, espe-

cially in relation to anabolic steroids ðBeamish and Ritchie 2006, 40–44;
Dimeo 2007, 85–86Þ. Johnson’s muscular body also drew attention in the

Finnish media. According to one newspaper article, a Finnish member of

the Medical Commission of the European National Olympic Committees

stated that Johnson’s muscular body cannot be taken to indicate his use

of anabolic steroids: “Men can develop their muscles with fair means. . . .
If a woman cannot be recognized as a woman judging by the body from

behind, suspicions increase. Similarly a great deal of hair in the back and

shoulders indicates a lot.”14 The visuality of the anabolic steroid effects was

crucial, and these effects seemed to fuel sex trouble in sports publicity. A

comment by an American steroids expert, who at the time was a physician

crew chief of the US Olympic Committee Drug Education Program, illus-

trates this: “For the future Olympic Games, the widespread use of anabolic

steroids and other synthetic anabolic hormones, especially in women ath-

13 On steroid use in East Germany and the United States, see Franke and Berendonk

ð1997Þ, Ungerleider ð2001Þ, and Hoberman ð2005Þ.
14 Antti Virolainen, “Professori Herman Adlercreutz: Tämä on vasta jäävuoren huippu”

ðProfessor Herman Adlercreutz: This is just the tip of the icebergÞ, Tuesday, September 27,

1988. No name of the publication; clip from the Archive of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,

signum 32.87, enclosed folder: EN antidoping agreement.
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letes, will tend to alter these games into a circus, with the spectators scurry-

ing around to get a peek at the freaks” ðTaylor 1985, 36Þ.
The Finnish public response at times followed Cold War lines, where

Western nations questioned the credibility and fair play of women athletes

from the Eastern Bloc if they had masculine-looking bodies.15 However,

instead of only concerning women’s bodies, the disruption involved the

bodily transgressions of the boundaries between female and male. Con-

cern over the health effects of steroids on women were intertwined with cu-

rious remarks about persons whose bodies did not match either pole of

the gender binary. A comment concerning a fellow contestant at the Mexico

City Games of 1968 by athlete and researcher Brigitte Berendonk, who

later revealed details of the East German doping regime, is telling: “She was

huge. She had massive shoulders and arms. Her body had transformed since

the last time we competed. She was clearly a she-man” ðcited in Ungerleider

2001, 146; see also Hunt 2011, 53Þ. Critics of anabolic steroids have cer-

tainly been sympathetic toward women athletes who used them without

knowing about their effects. At the same time, such comments have conveyed

contempt and disregard for bodies that do not match the cultural ideal of

a gendered human.

This is also illustrated by an article in a Swedish evening newspaper that

discussed Finnish physiology professor Kaarlo Hartiala’s antidoping work.

The introduction to the article reads: “They become short in growth, short-

armed, hairy—and explosively strong! Finnish sports physiologist Kaarlo

Hartiala warns about what happens to male athletes who won’t stop using

hormones.” This introduction is followed by the headline, in large letters:

“Star athletes are soon going to look like gorillas!” ðEricsson 1977, 48Þ.
Later, when this piece of Swedish news attracted attention in Finland, Har-

tiala tried to explain to a Finnish newspaper that he had not mentioned go-

rillas in the interview ðSalmenkylä 1977Þ. Anabolic steroids, however, have
continued to evoke monstrous imagery such as a gendered caricature of an

athlete with both “female” and “male” characteristics ðbreasts and a beardÞ
as well as animalistic or devilish characteristics such as horns.16 Such imagery

highlights not only the gendered aspects of anabolic steroids but also the

boundary making at stake, in which both human/animal and female/male

boundaries seem to become precarious. The provocation in steroid use

therefore concerned not only risks to health or fair play per se but also alarm

15 See, e.g., Ilkka ð1974Þ. For an analysis of this Western view elsewhere, see Wiederkehr

ð2010Þ.
16 The caricature, drawn by Jukka Nissinen, appeared in the November 2, 1985, issue of

Helsingin Sanomat ðHelsinki timesÞ on p. 25.
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about the provocation to the strictly binary-sexed understanding of the

human.

Case 3: Legal gender recognition and

the regulation of bodily changes

In the examples above I have discussed attempts to use so-called sex

hormones for purposes not directly related to “sex.” I conclude this article

with an example in which the attempt to mold sex characteristics with

hormone treatments has been purposeful rather than an inadvertent and

unwanted side effect. However, in this example these treatments have also

been seen as risks to society and in need of legislative restriction. This ex-

ample concerns legislation governing gender reassignment in Finland in

2003. This legislation was a relative latecomer in the Nordic and European

context, given that legislation on the issue arose, for example, in Sweden

in 1972, in Italy in 1982, and in the Netherlands in 1985.17 The Finnish

legislation was a result of decades of trans* activism, the aim of which was

to make the treatment more equally available for all of those in need.18

However, there was another concern at the Medical Board of Health

related to the preparation of this legislation. In 1987, this state body ini-

tiated a working group to prepare for legislation on gender recognition of

transsexual persons. In cooperation, officials from the Ministry of Social

Affairs and Health and the Medical Board of Health produced a first draft

of a bill on the subject. However, this proposal never moved forward af-

ter its circulation for comments.19 In May 2001, a member of parliament

who had previously worked for the Medical Board of Health spoke at the

preliminary debate on the government bill: “A great problem was that

there was a bunch of doctors who would start treating people who said

they were transsexuals, for example, with hormone treatment, and their

sex characteristics changed. . . . Women’s voices, for example, deepened, a

beard started to grow, former men started to get breasts, etc. . . . Because
of this we in the Medical Board of Health considered that somehow this

should be organized, should be regulated, that this cannot be private

entrepreneurship where everybody starts to treat these patients as they

17 HE 56/2001: Hallituksen esitys Eduskunnalle laiksi sukupuolen vahvistamisesta eräissä

tapauksissa ja eräiksi siihen liittyviksi laeiksi ðGovernment bill on the Act on Legal Recognition

of Gender in Some Cases and Related ActsÞ 56/2001. http://www.finlex.fi/fi/esitykset/he
/2001/20010056f idp3751296.

18 This process has been analyzed in detail by Jan Wickman ð2006, 2008Þ.
19 HE 56/2001, 5.
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wish.”20 From the perspective of this state agency, then, treatments were

to be controlled. What is significant is that in many other cases, the risks

of hormone treatments have come to be seen through a neoliberalist con-

sumer discourse that regards a person as responsible for making choices

about her or his own health and about the risks of any treatment. This is

the case, for example, in the treatment of menopause.21 However, medical

gender-reassignment treatments were not allowed to be performed under

the banner of “private entrepreneurship” to the same extent.22 In the Finn-

ish case, the welfare state took on the task of regulating the treatments and

their risks. An important point here, as the quotation above suggests, is that

having an ambiguously sexed body was perceived as a risk.

According to the 2003 legislation, gender-reassignment treatments

are to be conducted in special health care units in two public hospitals. The

cost of the treatments, if one manages to acquire approval, is therefore

much lower than in the United States, which relies on private medical care.

However, the process for procuring treatment in Finland is also more sys-

tematically controlled nationwide.23 In order to correct legal gender status,

a person must be over eighteen and a Finnish citizen or resident. The in-

volvement of medicine is crucial, since correcting legal gender status also

requires a medical statement declaring that the person believes that they

permanently belong to a gender other than the one assigned at birth, that

the person lives in the role of this gender, and that the person has been

sterilized or for some other reason is unable to reproduce.24

Hormone treatment is not directly regulated by the law, but it is im-

plied in that gender-reassignment hormone treatment is accepted as proof

of sterilization. In addition, living in the role of and “passing” as the de-

sired identity is assumed to entail receiving hormone treatment. A Social

Affairs and Health Ministry decree regulates the organization of gender-

reassignment treatment. According to the so-called Trans Decree, a mul-

tiprofessional working group led by a psychiatrist is responsible for the

20 See PTK 50/2001 vp, 14. Minutes of the preliminary debate in the Finnish parliament

on the government bill on the Act on Legal Recognition of Gender in Some Cases and Related

Acts ðhttps://www.eduskunta.fi/FI/vaski/sivut/trip.aspx?triptype5ValtiopaivaAsiakirjat&docid

5PTK150/20011ke1p110Þ. For an account of trans* history in Finland and the treatments

during the time period considered ðthe 1980sÞ, see Suhonen ð2007Þ.
21 See, e.g., Murtagh and Hepworth ð2003Þ.
22 PTK 50/2001 vp, 14.
23 For an account of the US situation, see, e.g., Bettcher ð2014Þ.
24 Trans Act 563/2002: Laki transseksuaalin sukupuolen vahvistamisesta ðAct on Legal

Recognition of the Gender of TranssexualsÞ 563/2002 ðhttp://www.finlex.fi/fi/laki
/alkup/2002/20020563Þ.
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organization of gender-reassignment treatment in each hospital. Hormone

treatment can begin after “sufficient psychiatric examination has found

that the preconditions of hormone treatment are fulfilled.”25 The treat-

ment first includes a research period of a minimum of six months, after

which the diagnosis is made. Thereafter, the person is expected to begin the

so-called real-life test, which is required to show that the person lives in his

or her sex role.

Since only two special units exist ðin a country of approximately 5 mil-

lionÞ, getting sex-reassignment treatment is also a matter of getting along

with the available doctors. Freedom to choose the treatment and doctor,

and bypassing the public health care system, most often entails a trip abroad

and reliance on private markets, which requires wealth not attainable by

most Finnish trans* persons.26 A significant difficulty is that hormone treat-

ments are begun only at the start of the so-called real-life test, even though

the treatments need more time to be effective in order for the person to

pass. In other words, proving to the system that one qualifies in one’s sex

role is difficult if one has not begun treatment earlier. Therefore, many trans-

sexual persons try to get hormone treatment from private health care before

undergoing the process, but this is not necessarily an easy task.

In Finland, diagnoses are made according to the International Statis-

tical Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems, published by

the World Health Organization. The version in use includes a diagnosis

for both transsexuals and transgender persons. A challenge from a trans-

gender perspective is acquiring treatments when, as an end result, the per-

son’s body does not match either pole of the gender binary ðTrasek 2015Þ.
Transgender persons have not fit easily into the FtM or MtF “trans narra-

tive”maintained by the Finnish expert discourse and the treatment prac-

tices ðTainio 2014, 23–24, 35, 41Þ.
This situation is not unique to Finland. In a provocative spirit, femi-

nist scholar Beatriz Preciado has even suggested, with regard to the dif-

ficulty of getting hormone treatments in different parts of the world, that

“freely circulating and collectively used testosterone is dynamite for the

heterosexual regime” ð2013, 230Þ. What Preciado implies is that health

25 Trans Decree 1053/2002: Sosiaali- ja terveysministeriön asetus sukupuolen muutta-

miseen tähtäävän tutkimuksen ja hoidon järjestämisestä sekä lääketieteellisestä selvityksestä

transseksuaalin sukupuolen vahvistamista varten ðSocial Affairs and HealthMinistry decree on

the organization of gender-reassignment examination and treatment and the medical report

for the legal recognition of the gender of transsexualsÞ 1053/2002 ðhttp://www.finlex.fi/fi
/laki/alkup/2002/20021053Þ.

26 For an account of the difficulties trans* persons face when attempting to earn an aver-

age income, see Huuska ð2002Þ.
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care practices in many Western countries allow gender-reassignment treat-

ments more readily to persons who identify as either women or men. In

the case of Finland, the Medical Board of Health’s initial concern was pre-

cisely to regulate the treatments so that they would not result in ambig-

uously sexed bodies, enabled, in particular, by hormone treatments. Even

if the initial proposal changed in the long legislative process, the spirit of the

law and the practices of the treatment still enforce the binary of sex. Such

regulatory practices speak to the tension related to hormone treatments:

while sex hormone products have enabled the considerable fluidity of sex

and increased the production of bodies that do not fit within the binary of

female and male, societal restrictions, from doping regulations to gender-

reassignment legislation, work to inhibit the sex trouble that lurks behind

the free use of steroids.

Concluding remarks

In principle, from the perspective of sex transformations, the history of

sex hormones can be read in twomajor ways. First, the emphasis can be put

on the constant return of the norm, the reiteration of binary sex via leg-

islation and other social regulations. However, I wish to follow the other

possibility and stress the constant challenge and societal negotiation that

sex hormones have brought about during the past century. From this per-

spective, it seems that over and over again, sex hormones’ potential—to

enable the chemical modification of sex—has inspired and mobilized ever

new groups of humans to act. In some cases, such as in the history of meno-

pause treatment, sex transformations with steroids seem not to have in-

volved much public scandal. In other cases, various uses of steroid products

have fueled a public proliferation of bodies that have challenged and pro-

voked the binary of two sexes. In addition to an account of medical dis-

cussion about menopause treatment in the 1960s, I have explored two

cases, elite sports and gender-reassignment legislation.

I hope that this exploration will inspire, first, a revisitation to the his-

tory of sex hormones, which could open up questions about tensions within

and challenges to the binary of two sexes. I suggest that the history of sex

hormones has consisted of various medical and societal struggles over the sex

binary. These struggles have resulted from a tension between the many-

faceted potential of so-called sex hormones and the possibilities of science in

using this potential versus attempts to hold on to the binary of sex. Along

with the critique of pharmaceutical companies and the medicalization of dif-

ferent spheres of life, it is important to see how steroid chemistry and hor-

mone treatments have been part of this recurring challenge. Moreover, in
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addition to the necessary focus on the health risks of hormone products, it

is important to recognize that steroids have been seen as risky not only be-

cause of health reasons but also because they have helped to produce bodies

that have not fit this binary.

Second, I hope that this exploration will raise discussion about the

relation between political science and material feminisms. While politics

has been referred to in a few cases within material feminist texts, there are

very few accounts that attempt to relate material feminist understandings

of the activities of matter to political science understandings and defini-

tions of politics. A notable exception is Jane Bennett, whose work I have

been inspired by but whose account of politics, in my opinion, needs to be

slightly revised regarding steroids. I argue that in the case of steroids, it makes

more sense to understand politics as disruption and provocation rather than

to connect the definition of politics to nonhuman subjectivity, as Bennett

and Myra Hird seem to do. This is because arguing for the subjectivity of

nonhuman phenomena risks endless debate about whether ðand in which

senseÞ these different “matters” really “act” and whether such action is merely

imposed by human meaning making.27 In recent feminist studies, an op-

position has even been created between poststructuralist and material fem-

inist approaches, in which material feminists call for an acknowledgment of

the agency of various nonhuman matters, and poststructuralist feminists

criticize these calls. I find such polarizing opposition to be problematic and

unnecessary.28

I suggest that, if we are to understand sex hormones as enactments that

relate to the politics of sex, then arguments within recent science studies will

be of help. These include, in particular, Annemarie Mol’s contention that

no matter ever acts by itself, in the sense that it never acts alone: “it may well

be that matter acts, but what it is able to do inevitably depends on adjacent

matter that it may do something with” ð2013, 380Þ. Aligning with this per-

spective, I contend that steroid provocations are not acts by steroid mole-

cules “alone.” Instead of independent molecules, steroid actions are, using

Karen Barad’s terminology, “phenomena,” and steroids are nonindependent

“parts” of apparatuses that include various nonhuman and human mate-

rialities and actions ðBarad 2007; see also Irni 2013cÞ.
Humans certainly play a critical role in producing steroid provocations:

without scientists, synthetic hormone products such as anabolic steroids

would not exist; without a demanding sports public and sportive nation-

27 Examples about this debate include Barad ð2003Þ, Ahmed ð2008Þ, Davis ð2009Þ, Kirby
ð2011Þ, and Sullivan ð2012Þ.

28 For a critical analysis of this opposition, see Irni ð2013a, 2013bÞ.
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alism, a need for medically assisted athletic performances would not exist;

without binary imaginaries of sex, there would not be any public provo-

cation or legislative projects dictating sex even if ambiguously sexed bodies

were to proliferate. All the same, humans did not achieve these steroid prov-

ocations alone. As we are repeatedly reminded by recent material feminist

accounts, like other matter, steroid molecules could not be modified exactly

as scientists pleased.29 One of the reasons why steroids were able to provoke

the binary imaginary of sex was that a perfect anabolic steroid could not be

manufactured. Effects on sex, so to speak, persisted, meaning that activat-

ing growth and other effects on “nonsexual” body parts could not be dis-

tinguished from the effects on body parts perceived as sex characteristics.

Even if a sports doctor in 1960s Finland suggested that only 1/500 of the

androgen effect remained, it still entailed a risk to the binary of sex.

The scope of the regulations provoked by these little molecules and their

various usages remains a subject for further research. Not just any substance,

however, could have such an effect on the regulation of sex: steroids’ ability

to enact transformations to visual appearances of sex has been pivotal. If

we wish to claim a significance of sex hormones within feminist and queer

politics, their significance lies, at least in part, in their potential to disrupt

the binary of sex, to produce sexes that do not conform, and to inspire usages

that do not always align with the majority understanding of the purposes

of these hormone products. In the efforts to regulate steroid use in ever new

ways, more is at stake than the power of regulation per se. The history of sex

is also a history of repeated provocations, in which the specific enactments

of the phenomena called sex hormones have been indispensable. Rather than

self-evident, the binary of two sexes has been repeatedly challenged, and the

hormonal modifiability of bodies is a vital process that has enabled such

challenges. From this perspective, it is possible to explore the history of sex

as a history of steroid provocations.

Gender Studies Program

University of Turku
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Topo, Päivi. 1997. “Dissemination of Climacteric and Postmenopausal Hormone

Therapy in Finland: An Example of the Social Shaping of a Medical Technology.”

Research Report no. 78. STAKES, Helsinki.

Trasek ðFinnish Association for Trangender and Intersex RightsÞ. 2015. “Suku-
puolenkorjaus” ½Sex reassignment�. http://trasek.fi/perustietoa/sukupuolenk
orjaus/.

Ungerleider, Steven. 2001. Faust’s Gold: Inside the German Doping Machine. New

York: Dunne.

Vaittinen, Tiina. 2014. “The Power of the Vulnerable Body: A New Political Un-

derstanding of Care.” International Feminist Journal of Politics 17ð1Þ:100–118.
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