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READING THE SIGNS

1. In your journal, write your own account of how you responded to normative
gender codes as a high school student. To what extent did you feel pressure
to conform to or to renounce traditional expectations — or to do both?

2. Jennings describes his early attempts to deny his sexual orientation. In class,
discuss how other minority or underprivileged groups—ethnic minorities,
women, the disabled — sometimes try (o erase their identities. What social and
cultural forces motivate such self-denial? Use the discussion as a springboard
for an essay in which you explore why one might be motivated to do so.

. 3. in class, brainstorm two lists: films or TV shows that reinforce heterosexuality
as normative and those that present homosexuality positively. Then compare
your lists. What conclusions do you draw about popular culture’s influence on
American gender codes?

4. In his conclusion, Jennings states his desideratum: “Reai freedom will be ours
when the people around us—and when we ourselves —accept that we, too,
are ‘real’ Americans, and that we shouldn’t have to change to meet anyone
else’s standards” (para. 12). Research the current status of efforts to legal-
ize same-sex marriage, and write an essay in which you make an argument
about the extent to which Jennings's goal has been realized.

MARIAH BURTON NELSON
| Won. I'm Sorry.

Athletic competition, when you come right down to it, is about win-
ning, which is no problem for men, whose gender codes tell them
that aggression and domination are admirable male traits. But “how
can you win, if you're female?” Mariah Burton Nelson asks, when
the same gender codes insist that women must be feminine, “not
aggressive, not victorious.” And so women athletes, even when they
do win, go out of their way to signal their femininity by dolling them-
selves up and smiling a lot. Beauty and vulnerability seem to be as
important to today’s female athlete as brawn and gold medals, Nel-
son complains, paradoxically contradicting the apparent feminist
gains that women athletes have made in recent years. A former Stan-
ford University and professional basketball player, Mariah Burton
Nelson is the author of six books, including We Are All Athletes (2002)
and Making Money on the Sidelines (2008). She is vice president for
innovation and planning at ASAE: the Center for Association Leader-
ship. This piece ariginally appeared in Self magazine.
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When Sylvia Plath’s husband, Ted Hughes, published his first book of poems,
Sylvia wrote to her mother: “I am so happy that HIS book is accepted FIRST.
It will make it so much easier for me when mine is accepted. .. .”

After Syivia killed herself, her mother published a collection of Sylvia's
letters. In her explanatory notes, Aurelia Plath commented that from the time
she was very young, Sylvia "catered to the male of any age so as to bolster
his sense of superiority.” In seventh grade, Aurelia Plath noted, Sylvia was
pleased to finish second in a spelling contest. “It was nicer, she felt, to have a
boy first.”

How many women still collude in the myth of male superiority, believing
it’s “nicer” when boys and men finish first? How many of us achieve but only
in a lesser, smaller, feminine way, a manner consciously or unconsciously
designed to be as nonthreatening as possible?

Since I'm tall, wornen often talk to me about height. Short women tell
me, “I've always wanted to be tall—but not as tall as youl” I find this amus-
ing, but also curious. Why not? Why not be six-two?

Tall women tell me that they won't wear heels because they don't want
to appear taller than their husbands or boyfriends, even by an inch. What are
these wornen telling me — and their male companions? Why do women regu-
late their height in relation to men’s height? Why is it still rare to see a woman
who is taller than her husband?

Women want to be tall enough to feel elegant and attractive, like models.
They want to feel respected and looked up to. But they don't want to be so tall
that their height threatens men. They want to win —to achieve, to reach new
heights —but without exceeding male heights.

How can you win, if you're female? Can you just do it? No. You have to play
the femininity game. Femininity by definition is not large, not imposing, not
competitive. Feminine women are not ruthless, not aggressive, not victorious.
It’s not femninine to have a killer instinct, to want with all your heart and soul to
win— neither tennis matches nor elected office nor feminist victories such as
abortion rights. It’s not femninine to know exactly what you want, then go for it.

Ferininity is about appearing beautiful and vulnerable and small. It's
about winning male approval.

One downhill skier who asked not to be identified told me the following
story: “I love male approval. Most women skiers do. We talk about it often.
There's only one thing more satisfying than one of the top male skiers saying,
“Wow, you are a great skier. You rip. You're awesome’

“But it’s so fun leaving 99 percent of the world's guys in the dust— oops,”
she laughs. “I try not to gloat. I've learned something: If | kick guys’ butts and
lord it over them, they don't like me. If, however, [ kick Buys' butts then act 'like
a girl, there is no problem. And I do mean girl, not woman. Nonthreatening,”

Femininity is also about accommodating men, allowing them to feel big-
ger than and stronger than and superior to women, not emasculated by them.

Femininity is unhealthy, obviously. It would be unhealthy for men to act
passive, dainty, obsessed with their physical appearance, and dedicated to
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bolstering the sense of superiority in the other gender, so it’s unhealthy for
women too. These days, some women are redefining femininity as strong,
as athletic, as however a female happens to be, so that “feminine” becomes
synonymous with “female.” Other women reject both feminine and mascu-
line terms and stereotypes, selecting from the entire range of human behav-
fors instead of limiting themselves to the “gender-appropriate” ones. These
women smile only when they’re happy, act angry when they’re angry, dress
how they want to. They cling to their self-respect and dignity like a life raft.

But most fermale winners play the femininity game to some extent, using
feminlinity as a defense, a shield against accusations such as bitch, man-hater,
lesbian. Feminine behavior and attire mitigate against the affront of female
victory, soften the hard edges of winning. Women who want to win without
losing male approval temper their victories with beauty, with softness, with
smallness, with smiles.

Serena Williams af Wimbledon.

AP Photo/Noah Berger ]
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In the fifties, at each of the Amateur Achletic Union's women's basket-
ball championships, one of the players was crowned a beauty queen. (This
still happens at Russian women's ice hockey tournaments.) Athletes in the
All-American Girls Baseball League of the forties and ffties slid into base wear-
ing skirts. In 1979, professional basketball players with the California Dreams
were sent to John Robert Powers’ charm school. Ed Temple, the legendary
coach of the Tennessee State Tigerbelles, the team that produced Wilma
Rudolph, Wyomia Tyus, Willye White, Madeline Manning, and countless other
champions, enforced a dress code and stressed that his athletes should be
"young ladies first, track girls second.”

Makeup, jewelry, dress, and demeanor were often dictated by the male
coaches and owners in these leagues, but to some extent the players played
along, understanding the trade-off: in order to be “allowed” to compete, they
had 10 demonstrate that they were, despite their “masculine” strivings, real
(“feminine™) women.

Today, both men and women wear earrings, notes Felshin, “but the media
is still selling heterosexism and ‘feminine’ beauty. And if you listen carefully,
in almost every interview” female athletes still express apologetic behavior
through feminine dress, behavior, and values.

Florence Griffith-loyner, Gail Devers, and other track stars of this mod-
ern era dedicate considerable attention to portraying a feminine appearance.
Basketball star Lisa Leslie has received more attention for being a model than
for leading the Americans to Olympic victory. Steffi Graf posed in bikinis for
the 1997 Sports lllustrated swimsuit issue. In a Sears commercial, Olympic
basketball players apply lipstick, paint their toenails, rock babies, lounge in
bed, and pose and dance in their underwear. Lisa Leslie says, “Everybody’s
allowed to be themselves. Me, for example, I'm very feminine.”

In an Avon commercial, Jackie Joyner Kersee is shown running on a
beach while the camera lingers on her buttocks and breasts. She tells us that
she can bench-press 150 pounds and brags that she can jump farther than “all
but 128 fmen.” Then she says: “And | have red toenails.” Words flash on the
screen: “Just another Avon lady.” Graf, Mary Pierce, Monica Seles, and Mary Jo
Fernandez have all played in dresses. They are “so much more comfortable”
than skirts, Fernandez explained. “You don't have to worry about the shirt
coming up or the skirt being too tight. It's cooler, and it's so feminine.”

“When | put on a dress | feel different—more feminine, more elegant,
more ladylike —and that's nice,” added Australia's Nicole Bradtke: “We're in a
sport where we're throwing ourselves around, so it's a real asset to the game
to be able to look pretty at the same time.”

Athletes have become gorgeous, flirtatious, elegant, angelic, darling— and
the skating commentators’ favorite term: “vulnerable.” Some think this is
good news: proof that femininity and sports are compatible. “There doesn't
have to be such a complete division between ‘You're beautiful and sexy’ and
‘you're athletic and strong, ' says Linda Hanley, a pro beach volleyball player
who also appeared in a bikini in the 1997 Sports lllustrated swimsuit issue.
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Athletes and advertisers reassure viewers that women who compete are
still willing to play the femininity game, to be cheerleaders. Don't worry about
us, the commercials imply. We're winners but we’ll still look pretty for you.
We're acting in ways that only men used to act but we'll still act how you
want women to act. We're not threatening. We're not lesbians. We're not ugly,
not bad marriage material. We're strong but feminine. Linguists note that the
word "but” negates the part of the sentence that precedes it.

There are some recent examples of the media emphasizing female power
in an unambiguous way. “Women Muscie In," the New York Times Magazine
proclaimed in a headline. The Washington Post wrote, “At Olympics, Women
Show Their Strength.” And a new genre of commercials protests that fermale
athletes are NOT cheerleaders, and don't have to be. Olympic and pro basket-
ball star Dawn Staley says in a Nike commercial that she plays basketball “for
the competitiveness” of it. “[ need some place to release it. It just builds up,
and sports is a great outlet for it. | started out playing with the guys. | wasn't
always accepted. You get criticized, like: ‘You need to be in the kitchen. Go
put on a skirt’ I just got mad and angry and went out to show them that |
belong here as much as they do.”

Other commercials tell us that women can compete like conquerors. A
Nike ad called “Wolves” shows girls leaping and spiking volleyballs while a
voice says, “They are not sisters. They are not classmates. They are not friends.
They are not even the girls’ team. They are a pack of wolves. Tend o your
sheep.” Though the athletes look serious, the message sounds absurd. When |
show this commercial to audiences, they laugh. Still, the images do depict the
power of the volleyball players: their intensity, their ability to pound the ball
almost through the floor. The script gives the players (and viewers) permission
not to be ladylike, not to worry about whether their toenails are red.

But in an American Basketball League commercial, the Philadelphia
Rage’s female basketball players are playing rough; their bodies collide.
Maurice Chevalier sings, “Thank heaven for little girls.” The tag line: “Thank
heaven, they're on our side.”

Doesn’t all this talk about girls and ladies simply focus our attention on
femnaleness, femininity, and ladylike behavior? The lady issue is always there
in the equation: something to redefine, to rebel against. It's always present,
like sneakers, so every time you hear the word athlete you also hear the word
lady—or feminine, or unfeminine. It reminds me of a beer magazine ad
from the eighties that featured a photo of Olympic track star Valerie Brisco-
Hooks. “Funny, she doesn’t look like the weaker sex,” said the print. You
could see her impressive muscles. Clearly the intent of the ad was to contrast
an old stereotype with the reality of female strength and ability. But Brisco-
Hooks was seated, her legs twisted preizel style, arms covering her chest.
But in that position, Brisco-Hooks didn’t look very strong or able. In the line,
“Funny, she doesn’t [ook like the weaker sex,” the most eye-catching words
are funny, look, weaker, and sex. Looking at the pretzel that is Valerie, you
begin to think that she looks funny. You think about weakness. And you think
about sex.
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When she was young, Nancy Kerrigan wanted to piay ice hockey with her
older brothers. Her mother told her, “You're a girl. Do girl things.”

Figure skating is a girl thing. Athletes in sequins and “sheer illusion
sleeves” glide and dance, their tiny skirts flapping in the breeze, They achieve,

Rather, they are judged as beauty contestants are Jjudged: by a panel of people
who interpret the success of the routines. Prettiness is mandatory. Petite and
groomed and gracious, figure skaters — Jike cheerleaders, gymnasts, and aero-
bic dancers—camouﬂage their competitiveness with niceness and prettiness
until it no longer seems male or aggressive or unseernly,

The most popular sport for high school and college women is basketball.
More than a million fans shelled out an average of $15 per ticket in 1997, the

Nearly 75 percent of the viewers of televised skating are women, The
average age is between twenty-five and forty-five years old, with a household
income of more than fifty thousand dollars. Whar are these women watching?
What are they seeing? What's the appeal?

Like golf, tennis, and gymnastics, figure skating is an individual sport
favored by white people from the upper classes. The skaters wear cosmet-
ics, frozen smiles, and revealing dresses. Behind the scenes they iift weights
and sweat like any serious athlete, but figure skating seems more dance than
Sport, more grace than guts, more art than athleticism. Figure skating allows
women to compete like champions while dressed like cheerleaders,

In women’s figure skating, smiling is part of “artistic expression.” In the
final round, if the competitors are of equal merir, artistry weighs more heavily
than technigue. Midori Ito, the best jumper in the history of women's skat-
ing, explained a weak showing at the 1995 world championships this way: “I
wasn’t 100 percent satisfed. . . . i probably wasn't smiling enough,"

The media portray female figure skaters as “Jittle girl dancers™ or “fairy
tale princesses" (NBC commentator John Tesh); as “elegant” (Dick Button); as
“little angels” (Peggy Fleming); as “ice beauties” and “ladies who lutz” (People
magazine). Commentators frame skaters as small, young, and decorative
Creatures, not superwornen but fairy-tale figments of someone’s imagination.

After Kerrigan was assaulted by a member of Tonya Harding's entourage,
she was featured on a Sports Hlustrated cover crying “Why me?” When she
recovered to win a silver medal at the Olympics that year, she became “Amer-
ica’s sweetheart” and rich to boot. Bur the princess turned pumpkin shortly
after midnight, as soon as the bail was over and she stopped smiling and

30




530  CHAPTER 7 MY SELFIE, MY SELF

started speaking. Growing impatient during the Olympic medal ceremony
while everyone waited for Baiul, Kerrigan grumbled, “Oh, give me a break,
she’s just going to cry out there again. What's the difference?”

What were Kerrigan’s crimes? She felt too old to cavort with cartoon char-
acters. Isn't she? She expressed anger and disappointment —even bitterness
and bad sportsmanship — about losing the gold. But wasn't she supposed to
want to win? What happens to baseball players who, disappointed about a
loss, hit each other or spit on umpires? What happens to basketball players
and football players and hockey players who fight? Men can't tumble from
a princess palace because we don't expect them to be princesses in the first
place, only athletes.

Americans fell out of love with Kerrigan not because they couldn't adore
an athlete who lacked grace in defear, but because they couldn't adore a
female athlete who lacked grace in defeat. .

Female politicians, lawyers, and businesswomen of all ethnic groups
also play the femininity game. Like tennis players in short dresses, working
women seem to believe it's an asset to look pretty (but not too pretty) while
throwing themselves around. The fernale apologetic is alive and well in corpo-
rate boardrooms, where women say “I'm sorry, maybe someone else already
stated this idea, but . . ." and smile while they say it.

When Newt Gingrich’s mother revealed on television that Newt had
referred to Hillary Clinton as a bitch, how did Hillary respond? She donned
a pink suit and met with female reporters to ask how she could “sofien her
image.” She seemed to think that her competitiveness was the problem and
femininity the solution,

So if you want to be a winner and you're female, you'll feel pressured to
play by special, female rules. Like men, you'll have to be smart and industri-
ous, but in addition you'll have to be “like women”: kind, nurturing, accom-
modating, nonthreatening, placating, pretty, and small. You'll have to smile.
And not act angry. And wear skirts. Nail polish and makeup help, too.

ReEADING THE TEXT

1. Summarize in your own words the contradictory messages about appropri-
ate gender behavior that women athletes must contend with, according to
Nelson.

2. Nelson begins her article with an anecdote about poet Sylvia Plath. How does
this opening frame her argument about women in sports?

3. What is the “femininity game” (para. 7), in Nelson's view, and how do the
media perpetuate 1t?

4. What sports are coded as “feminine,” according to Nelson, and why?
READING THE SiGNS

1. Watch a women's sports event on television, such as an LPGA match, analyz-
ing the behavior and appearance of the athletes. Use your observations as
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