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GENDER & COGNITION 



¡  STEM linked to national economic future and security 

¡  Not enough STEM experts 

¡ Women underrepresented in STEM 

¡  Should we spend money on programs to increase 
their participation or is their underrepresentation a 
reflection of biologically determined lesser (or at 
least “different”) ability? 

¡  This is an issue of gendered behavior and whether it 
is essential or socially constructed. 

LAST CLASS 



¡  Schiebinger, The Mind Has No Sex  introduction & Chapter 1 

¡  Introduction – How does Schiebinger  
frame the problem of the book?  
What are the various things that we 
could hope to learn by studying the 
position of women in Europe during  
the Renaissance and Enlightenment? 
 

¡  Chapter 1 – Why is it surprising that 
Marie Curie was not admitted to the  
Academie des Sciences? Why was the  
institutionalization of science (e.g. the 
creation of universities and scientific 
societies) bad for women?  

FOR TODAY 



¡  Competitive 
¡  Determined 
¡  Punctual 
¡ Well-Organized 
¡  Functionalist 
¡  Independent 
¡  Concrete-Thinking 

¡  Logical 
¡  Numerical 
¡  Creative 
¡  Ingenious 
¡  Objective 
¡  Reasonable/Reason-oriented 
¡  Truth/Fact-oriented 

STEM-ASSOCIATED QUALITIES 

Are these qualities gendered? How?  



¡  1. Do men and women differ in how they think? 

¡  2. In what ways do they dif fer?  

¡  3. Do you think that these dif ference disadvantage 
girls’ ability to do STEM? 

¡  4. If so, are these dif ferences essential and 
insurmountable, or can you imagine social steps 
that could be taken even the playing field? 

¡  5. If not, why do you think that fewer girls than 
boys pursue STEM fields? 

DISCUSS 



NEWS HYPE ON THE GENDERED BRAIN 



GENDERED BRAINS: 
GOOD SCIENCE OR GENDER IDEOLOGY? 

Pairs of scan images show gender differences in brain wiring in childhood (1), adolescence (2) 
and young adulthood (3). Male brains are on left, female on right. University of Pennsylvania, 
Proceedings of The National Academy of Sciences.  

•  Gender ideology – culturally ingrained beliefs  
about male and female nature 

 



GENDERED BRAINS:  
AN EVOLUTIONARY TALE 

Prideaux, T. 1973. The Emergence of Man:  
Cro-Magnon Man. Time-Life Books, New York, 
pp. 58-59. 



SIMON BARON-COHEN - CAMBRIDGE 

“Why, in over 100 years of the existence of the 
Fields Medal, maths’ Nobel Prize, have none of 
the winners ever been a woman?” asked 
Baron-Cohen in a 2009 BBC News editorial 



¡  The idea that exposure to androgens such as testosterone 
while in the womb fundamentally structure the brain. In 
normal individuals this is linked to sex. 

¡  Baron-Cohen’s brain dichotomy from The Essential Difference: 
      Systematizing male brains vs. Empathizing  female brains  

BRAIN ORGANIZATION THEORY 



HARD-WIRED BRAINS 

“The female brain is 
predominantly hard-wired for 
empathy. The male brain is 
predominantly hard-wired for 
understanding and building 
systems”  

 -Baron-Cohen,  
The Essential Difference, p 1 



LOUANN BRIZENDINE - UCSF 

Neuropsychiatrist, clinician, and founder of  
the UCSF Women’s Mood and Hormone Clinic 



THE FEMALE BRAIN 

¡  “A huge testosterone surge beginning in the eighth week [of fetal 
gestation] will turn this unisex brain male by kill ing off some cells 
in the communication centers and growing more cells in the sex 
and aggression centers. If the testosterone surge doesn’t happen, 
the female brain continues to grow  
unperturbed. The fetal girl’s brain  
cells sprout more connections in the  
communication centers and areas  
that process emotion.”  
–from Brizendine, The Female Brain 
 

¡  “People with the female brain make  
the most wonderful counsellors,  
primary school teachers, nurses,  
carers, therapists, social workers,  
mediators, group facilitators or  
personnel staff. 

¡  -from Baron-Cohen,  
The Essential Dif ference  

Your brain without fetal androgens? 



LABORATORY ANIMAL MODELS 

Human brain 

Rat brain 

Male and female 
zebra finches 

“Despite all my  
roid-rage I am 
 still just a rat 

in a maze.” 



“READING THE 
MIND 

THROUGH 
THE EYES” 

EMPATHY TEST 

What emotion are each of 
these people feeling? 



SPATIAL ROTATION SYSTEMATIZING TEST 



PRE-SOCIALIZED GENDER DIFFERENCE?: 
NEWBORN ATTENTION STUDY 

Looking Times 
     Face          Mobile 

Males 
(n = 44)  45.6 (23.5)    51.9 (23.3) 
Females 
(n = 58)  49.4 (20.8)    40.6 (25.0) 

J. Connellan, S. Baron-Cohen, et. al. 
“Sex differences in human neonatal 
social perception” Infant Behavior & 
Development, 2000 23:1 pp 113-118 



WELL-SUPPORTED CONCLUSIONS? 

¡  Adjusted difference scores  
¡  (Face-time% - mobile-time%) 

¡  Face preference = >20 
¡ Mobile preference = <-20 
¡  No preference = between -20 and 20 

  Face preference  Mobile preference  No preference 
Males(n=44)  11 (25.0%)  19 (43.2%)  14 (31.8%) 
Females(n = 58)  21 (36.2%)  10 (17.2%)  27 (46.6%) 

“Examining the cells that contribute most to the chi-square result suggests that 
the significant result is due to more of the male babies, and fewer of the female 
babies, having a preference for the mobile than would be predicted. In other 
words, male babies tend to prefer the mobile, whereas female babies either have 
no preference or prefer the real face.” 

J. Connellan, S. Baron-Cohen, et. al. 
“Sex differences in human neonatal 
social perception” Infant Behavior & 
Development, 2000 23:1 pp 113-118 



¡ What are some reasons we may want to be skeptical of the 
popular explanations of this study, for example: 
 
“The results of this experiment suggest that girls are born prewired to 
be interested in faces while boys are prewired to be more interested in 
moving objects” 
- Leonard Sax, Why Gender Matters (2006) p 15 
 
The study “suggests that we should not expect the sex ratio in 
occupations such as math or physics to ever be 50—50 if we leave the 
workplace to simply reflect the numbers of applicants of each sex who 
are draw to such fields” 
-Simon Baron-Cohen, “Sex differences in the mind: Keeping science 
distinct from social policy” in Why aren’t more women in Science? 
(2007) p 169 

DISCUSS 



FURTHER READING 

Rebecca Jordan-Young Anne Fausto-Sterling Cordelia Fine 



¡  Sexual politics – Power relations are 
ingrained in social relations through the 
cultural meanings of “male” and “female” 
§  Kate Millett, Sexual Politics (1969) 

 

¡  Humans tend to divide the world by gender 
¡  Humans tend to use scientific concepts  

(especially biology) to naturalize the  
social order 
§  Elizabeth Spelke (Harvard, Psychology) and 

Katherine Ellison, “Gender, Math, and Science”  
The Science on Women and Science (2009) 

SCIENCE & SEXUAL POLITICS 



SCIENTIFIC LITERACY CONCEPTS 



¡  Read the transcript of Summers’ Harvard 
controversial speech and the news media 
coverage of it.  

¡  1) What are the reasons that Summers 
gives for not being about to find enough 
women? 

¡  2) How does Summers support his claim? 

¡  3) Do the articles themselves offer any 
additional evidence or fact-checking to 
support this claims? 

¡  4) How is opposition to Summers 
characterized in the news articles?  

FOR TUESDAY 


