Dispelling the Myth
A Look at Women’s Physical Strength and the Reasons Behind Why Women Have Been Labeled the Weaker Sex, the Implications of this Label, and Why Women Remain Weak

by Stephanie Rosen
For almost ten years now I have spent the greater part of my life in gyms.  I am a woman weight lifter.  A former bulimarexic, I have run the full gamut from aerobic studios to health spas and now finally to the opposite extreme of hardcore powerlifting/bodybuilding gyms.  As a weight lifter I am frequently confronted with the comment "you're pretty strong for a woman."  "...For a woman..."  These are the only words I hear; these three words which echo through my head leaving behind a trail of gunpowder.  "For a woman" I am strong... and this is what I am left with after five years of training.  Five years of three-on-one-off, split routines, pyramiding, supersets, forced reps, giant sets, sore muscles, separated ribs, tendonitis, amino acids, ibuprofen, protein powder, staying home Friday night to study because I was at the gym all day... and now I am finally rewarded with being "pretty strong for a woman."  Of course we will not discuss the fact that I could out-lift most of those who have honored me with this complement.  --Stephanie Rosen
PREFACE

The Importance of it All

(or Oiled Bodies in Bikinis)


When I first began work on this project I had no clear focus.  I wanted to examine the female bodybuilder from a "feminist perspective," although I had no idea what exactly that entailed.  What was it about the female bodybuilder that intrigued me?  Why was she so important to my position as a woman?  To me she symbolized something... something at the very core of my four year struggle to, as Bettina Apthekar said on day one of Introduction to Feminism, "put women at the center."  It took a rather blunt comment from a peer to force me to identify that "something" and figure out exactly why these muscular women had such an impact on my thinking about women's issues.  My classmate stated that he failed to see the relevance of a bunch of oiled, half-naked bodies to anything of any importance.  He had no interest in such a vain sport as bodybuilding and could not see its relation to feminist goals.  It was only after these remarks that my focus became clear.
After more than five years of immersion within the subculture of bodybuilding and ten years of watching the men and women within this lifestyle and witnessing the reactions of outsiders to the female athletes, it is obvious to me that there exists something more to the female bodybuilder than just her physical appearance.  At a personal level, I had had male friends refuse to train with me after watching me in the gym.  I had been questioned repeatedly as to why I, a woman, would want to build muscle, generally followed by a statement such as, "just don't get too big."   I had been accused of using steroids and trying to "act like a guy" (this last comment was made in response to my telling a male friend that I had just returned home from the gym!).  From my classmate’s perspective of muscle-as-muscle, these scenarios did not make sense; however, viewing muscle as a metaphor for female strength did provide a sound explanation.  As stated in the History of the Female Physique Athlete, 

The downright anger generated by the phenomenon of women's bodybuilding is a gut reflex that bespeaks much about the painful dislocation of old truths concerning "proper" female roles and, ultimately, about who's on top (metaphorically or literally)... the body is a metaphor that moves.  It is symbolic.  As a new bodily ideal insinuates itself into our culture's sensibility, so does a sense of body's "meaning," along with an awareness of the forces responsible for our culture's manipulation of women through the entrenched metaphors of femaleness 

(Thomas, 17).

This analysis, which my classmate failed to recognize, explains not only the negative reactions of the general public towards the female bodybuilder, but also why even those claiming to support female bodybuilding generally set strict limits as to what they feel is acceptable for the women.  


Although male bodybuilders are often criticized by the general public for their exaggerated muscularity, it is not nearly to the same degree as that aimed at the women athletes.  Negative comments directed at male bodybuilders are generally harmless observations, rarely laced with the hatred and disgust that underlay opinions concerning muscular women.  In addition, those involved in the sport of bodybuilding are offended by and set limits only on female muscularity.  The reason for this is that, while male bodybuilders do display an exaggerated masculinity almost to the point of caracaturization, they stay within their prescribed gender role and do not threaten traditional gender stereotypes.  Their position is similar to a woman with exaggeratedly large breasts; while she may attract negative attention, her overstated femininity does not threaten the power structure of our patriarchal society.  In contrast, the woman bodybuilder has stepped outside of this very power structure, abandoning traditional ideas concerning gender roles, and threatening the moral sensibilities of all who come in contact with her.  She does not fit into any previously defined category of woman.  As a result, negative comments concerning female muscularity generally have layers of meaning not found in similar comments aimed at muscular men.  Thus, while many do not approve of men’s bodybuilding, this is due to much different and much less complex reasoning.  With this in mind, and as a result of my classmate’s criticism, I realized that I was not concerned with female bodybuilding as a sport.  Rather, I was intrigued by what the bodies of these women symbolized in terms of women's strength and in terms of how women are perceived in a society which labels all women as physically inferior to all men and devalues physical strength as a positive attribute for women.


Similar to the fat woman, the female bodybuilder is ostracized for taking up too much space, for overstepping her boundaries and, in effect, posing too much of a threat to the current patriarchal regime.  Although women weightlifters dating back to the 1930's and earlier have been quietly protesting popular notions of femininity from within gyms across the country, the women's movement as a whole has virtually ignored this powerful subculture in its struggle for equality.  It is my goal in writing this essay to open a door between the sport of female bodybuilding and the women's movement, two entities I see to be intimately connected, each capable of providing the other with needed support.

INTRODUCTION

Although I will focus on the female bodybuilder, my thesis is not really about bodybuilding per se, but as discussed previously, more of a look at the concept of woman as the physically weaker sex.  I will use female bodybuilders simply as a means to demystify this belief which I feel to be, among other issues, at the core of women's oppression.  Women can gain all the freedom in the world, but until we are respected as physically capable beings, respected for our physical, as well as our intellectual, emotional, and spiritual strengths, women will never reach full equality.  I use female bodybuilders as the epitome of female physical strength.
  These women are the extreme.  They cannot be ignored or made invisible.  The strength of these women cannot be manipulated into a more "acceptable" form.  The female physique athlete forces you to confront female strength.  She makes you uncomfortable.  For unlike the majority of women who tend to hide what is not considered "feminine" (via shaving, waxing, dieting, etc), these women go out of their way to develop a physique which is considered "masculine."  And as women, they prove, through their bodies, that physical strength has no gender.


I theorize that "woman as the weaker sex" is simply another tool used to keep women locked behind closed doors; used to brainwash women so as to suppress any thought of, or attempt at challenging a system in which women are continually devalued.  This notion has been internalized to such an extent that even as we look around us today, women are in fact physically inferior.  The system tells us that this has a biological, or factual, basis which leads us to ignore the real facts, those which teach Billy to play football and Suzy to play house.


My thesis in no way suggests that all women need become bodybuilders or that the body of the female bodybuilder is in any way superior to other body types.  What I will suggest rather, is that by making these muscular women visible and celebrating their bodies alongside the bodies of all other women, perhaps we can begin to move beyond our "weakness" and come closer to a true state of equality.  Bodybuilding in itself means nothing, for as stated by Al Thomas in The Female Physique Athlete, 

in the hierarchy of human values, the well-developed human calf can hardly be considered in the same breath with the human spirit well developed or otherwise (Thomas, 7).

However, I see the female bodybuilder, in what her body symbolizes (ie. female strength, power, independence), as a major key to women's empowerment.  The acceptance and celebration of her muscularity as that of a natural female attribute I feel to be paramount to our moving beyond the "weakness" placed upon women, which minimizes all other accomplishments.

NO MORE EXCUSES

In 1792 Mary Wollstonecraft wrote A Vindication of the Rights of Woman with Strictures on Political and Moral Subjects.  In this essay Wollstonecraft argues in favor of education for women.  In support of her argument, she writes, 

in the government of the physical world it is observable that the female in point of strength is in general inferior to the male.  This is the law of nature, and it does not appear to be suspended or abrogated in favor of woman 

(Wollstonecraft, 28).

Based on this statement Wollstonecraft goes on to explain to her male readers why they need not be threatened by the notion of education for women.  She states, 

There is little reason to fear that women will acquire too much courage or fortitude, for their apparent inferiority with respect to bodily strength must render them in some degree dependent on men in the various relations of life (Wollstonecraft, 29). 

It is ironic that, at this point in time, “in the government of the physical world” it was also “observable” that the African-American was deemed inferior due to a lack of intellectual capability.  Of course, thanks to the civil rights movement of the 1960’s, most people now at least consider the possibility that this had nothing to do with biology and everything to do with the fact that, in their position as an oppressed minority, African-Americans were denied an opportunity to develop their intellectual potential.  Interestingly, however, the women’s movement has yet to examine the potential of female physical strength.  We continue to work within the boundaries of what we are led to believe is a biologically-based weakness.  Because we have failed to examine the underlying issues, beliefs similar to those of Wollstonecraft continue in this day and age to “render [women]... dependent on men.”


I suggest here that we put aside the notion that women’s lack of strength has a biological basis, and instead examine our weakness in a manner not unlike how the civil rights movement has demystified the notion of African-American ignorance.  In this essay I will first look at why this issue is so important to our lives, as women. Next, I will explore some of the social reasons which may play a role in preventing women from developing a natural potential for strength.  I will show that women can, in fact, develop a high level of strength and muscularity, which pound-for-pound may rival, if not surpass that of the majority of men.  I will also show how women bodybuilders who have challenged the system and developed their natural potential for muscularity have been categorized as freaks, in a desperate attempt to discourage women from developing physical strength.  Finally, I will examine how the acceptance of muscularity as a natural female attribute will, not only empower individual women, but will enable all women to come closer to a true state of equality.


*


*


*

 
In my four years as a Women’s Studies major at the University of California, Santa Cruz, I have heard many excuses as to why women’s inferior strength should not affect the goal of gender equality.  I have been told that with today’s technology, physical strength is no longer a necessity for survival.  I have heard women say that physical strength is simply another tool of our patriarchal, warrior society, used by men to gain power over the lesser abled.  And as Audre Lorde wrote, “the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house”(Lorde, 112).  Thus, women should dismiss physical strength as a form of power because, as a tool of patriarchy,  it “may allow us temporarily to beat him at his own game, but [it] will never enable us to bring about genuine change”(Lorde, 112).  Finally, and most commonly, I have heard the issue of women’s physical strength ignored.  I find it surprising that among all of the excuses (or lack thereof), not once have I heard the basic premise of women’s supposed physical weakness disputed.


Unlike my classmates, I am not concerned with whether women’s lack of physical strength should or should not interfere with gender equality.
  Rather I question why, over two centuries after Mary Wollstonecraft wrote her Vindication, it still stands that an entire class of people, namely women, are not only categorized as weak, but are actually equated with physical weakness simply due to gender.  Most feminists no longer believe that black people lack intelligence.  And although I am sure that there probably are some black people who are less intelligent than some white people (and vice versa), we at least consider the idea that this is unrelated to skin color.  However, for some reason, the idea that women are physically weaker than men has been so ingrained into our thinking that even the women’s movement has taken it as truth, failing to note the significance of this issue to the lives of all women. I am writing this essay in the hopes that the women’s community will finally confront the issue of female strength and realize the central role it plays in our struggle for equality.


By placing women into a single and inferior category, we ignore the abundant differences among individuals.  Thus, the generalization is made that women are weaker than men.  As a result, women are denied employment, barred from military combat,
 and controlled by the threat of violence.  It is one thing to be excluded from a job because of a legitimate inability to perform required tasks; however, to deny employment to a woman, simply because she is a member of a group stereotyped as weak, is discriminatory.  Nevertheless, this is common in our society.  Women are denied employment as security guards, bouncers, and forget anything that “requires heavy lifting.”  Even if an employer was willing to hire a woman, most women would not bother applying for such jobs, regardless of their strength.  As noted by Lyn Guest De Swarte, in her book Women and Sport, 

Advertisements for labour often carried the words ‘some heavy lifting involved’ or ‘ability to carry heavy loads.’  Any woman thick-skinned or silly enough to apply for these jobs would not be successful, all because of a myth masquerading as a fact--that women were too weak to carry things (De Swarte, 25).  

This advertising tactic, although not discriminatory under the law, is still used today, and effectively blocks women from many types of employment.


In reference to women’s exclusion from military combat, Dorothy and Carl Schneider write in their book Sound Off, 

I think some women can perform in combat.  I have met women in the service that I wouldn’t want there, because they are physically inadequate or just not emotionally suited.  There are also men that are the same way (Schneider, 146). 

Despite this, all men are given an opportunity to be active in military combat.  However, because women have been labeled physically incapable, no woman is permitted activity in military combat, regardless of her actual physical condition.  


Finally, because woman has been equated with weakness in our society, all women are seen as vulnerable.  As a result, physical force (or violence) has become a simple means by which to control women.  It has set curfews for us, kept us out of jobs, made us fearful, submissive and dependent upon men.  This cannot be denied in a country in which one out of every three women can expect to be raped during her lifetime, a country in which 50% of  women will be, or are currently, being beaten by husbands or boyfriends (SCWHC, 121, 124).  When a woman is afraid to walk to her car alone after work and must depend on a man to protect her, something very complex is being said about our culture’s attitude concerning women.  


Because physical strength is equated with the masculine every woman is a potential victim. Even the strong, muscular woman lives in fear and is a potential target of violence.  As a woman, she is viewed as weak regardless of her actual physical condition.  In our society, a weak man may avoid physically confronting another man; however, this same man would most likely not even hesitate in an attack on a woman, even if that woman were stronger and larger than he.
  Thus, until we end the stereotype that labels all women as weak, no woman is safe.  The notion of woman as the weaker sex has gone beyond actual physical strength, and has become simply another form of gender-based discrimination, another way to control women. Until women demystify and put an end to the idea that we are, based solely on our gender, physically inferior to men, women will continue to be targets of discrimination and violence.


As women, we cannot afford to ignore this issue or make excuses for ourselves any longer.  Until we are respected as physically capable beings, women will not be treated as equal to men in any area of our lives.  Although this is not the answer to all aspects of gender oppression, it is a major stepping stone.  As Gloria Steinem states in her essay, “The Strongest Woman in the World,” “Sooner or later, even the most intellectual discussion [comes] down to men’s supposedly superior strength as a justification for inequality” (Steinem, 95).  As a result, even the most inspirational victories of the women’s movement mean little as we are faced with a ceiling made not of glass but of muscle.  Just as the men of Wollstonecraft’s day allowed her to be educated once they were confident that women would not gain too much “courage or fortitude,” women today are protected under the law from all forms of discrimination.  Theoretically, we are equal to men in every way.  However, our new found freedoms do not change our position in a society that continues to hold onto the notion that women are physically inferior to men.  As a result, women remain second-class citizens.

Locating the Analysis

In thinking about the topic of this paper it was necessary for me to locate myself and my research in terms of race, class, culture, and ethnicity.  My position as a white, middle-class woman does affect my analysis to a great extent, and I realize that many of the arguments I use are not universal for all women.  Nevertheless, I feel that the major topics covered in my thesis do impact all women to some extent.  I believe that the celebration of physical strength as that of a positive female attribute, and the association of muscularity with the feminine has the potential to benefit all women, regardless of race, culture, or class.

*


*


*
Dat man ober dar say dat women needs to be helped into carriages, and lifted ober ditches, and to have de best places... and ain’t I a woman?  Look at me!  Look at my arm!... I have plowed, and planted, and gathered into barns, and no man could head me--and ain’t I a woman?  I could work as much as any man (when I could get it), and bear de lash as well--and ain’t I a woman?  I have borne five children and I seen ‘em mos all sold off into slavery, and when I cried out with a mother’s grief, none but Jesus hear--and ain’t I a woman?  





                      Sojourner Truth   (Hooks, 160)


Historically, the African-American slave woman was valued, not for her sexuality, but for her physical ability.  Her identity as a woman was not defined in terms of her femininity and sexuality as was that of the white woman.  Thus, although she was strong, she did not threaten traditional gender roles because she was not valued for her sexual desirability to white men, who demanded their wives and daughters be frail, vulnerable, and dependent.  In addition, because she was a slave, the physical strength of the African-American woman did not pose a threat to the white man’s position of power.  The slave woman was so far down on the social hierarchy that her possession of physical strength gave her an insignificant advantage.  


In contrast to the African-American woman, the white woman has historically been defined by her sexuality and sexual desirability to the white man.  As a result, physical strength was not accepted as it served no purpose in her (hetero)sexual role.  Physical strength in the white woman only served as a threat to the white man’s position of power; and for the poor white man it was a visible reminder that he was unable to support his family, thus forcing his wife and/or daughter to share in the physical labor required for survival.


These historical differences in the physical ability of African-American and Caucasian women are seen not only among these two groups.  Every culture has unique historical circumstances that reflected in the physical condition of the women of that culture.  Some cultures required women to be physically strong, whereas other cultures demanded that women remain weak.  Nevertheless, despite these differences, a common thread exists throughout each historical and cultural perspective.  Whether or not a particular group of women actually possessed any given level of physical strength, the presence of this trait devalued her position as a woman.  In other words, regardless of the actual strength of the women in a given culture, femininity has historically been defined in terms of physical weakness and frailty.  Thus, the strong woman is seen as less feminine and less of a woman regardless of her race, class, or culture.      


The notion that women are, or should be, weak is not a problem of race, culture, or class, it is a problem of patriarchy.  Thus, integrating muscularity and strength into the feminine would benefit all groups of women, regardless of historical context.  It would give back to African-American women (and all other historically strong women) their femininity and sexuality, their womanhood.  At the same time, it would allow the white woman (and her historically weakened sisters) to see their physical potential, while each retaining her own identity as a woman.

 DEMYSTIFYING OUR WEAKNESS


One judge of professional women’s bodybuilding wrote that “The judging of women with muscles is unnatural... we are creating something that isn’t in existence” (Bradford, 104).  Seemingly, as we look around us today this does appear true.  For women in our society do not have muscles.  We have been told that this is biological; however as stated above, I feel that the claim of muscular inferiority is not innate, and is simply another tool of patriarchy used to control and dominate women.  So why then does it appear that men are typically stronger than women?  I see two general reasons for this.  First, it is only recently that women have been allowed access into the realm of weight lifting, and exercise or sport in general.  Just as Thomas Boslooper and Marcia Hayes propose in The Femininity Game, “most girls can’t run, throw, or hit well because... they had no opportunity to learn” (Boslooper, 78). Similarly, many women have had, until recently, no opportunity to develop muscle;
 however, this in no way means that women cannot build muscle or that a woman bodybuilder is unnatural.  As we are learning through the sport of women’s bodybuilding, women can develop their muscles and be, not only mentally strong, but physically strong as well.  


The second reason for women’s seemingly inferior strength is a result of the masculinization of muscle.  Muscle has been deemed a male attribute, and as a result women are not only discouraged from, but are actually fearful of lifting weights.  We have become ashamed of our strength and of our muscle.  While the men in our society are encouraged to lift weights and enlarge their bodies, women are terrified of becoming too large. We are encouraged to minimize our bodies at all costs.  The emaciated body has become equated with femininity.  Thus, women, especially those with the potential to develop muscle, are socially discouraged from lifting weights. 

Societal Expectation


In the summer of 1976, the United States Military Academy was forced to admit women.  Traditionally, the first summer at West Point is devoted to vigorous physical training.  However, because only men had been trained up to that point, it was unknown what modifications would be necessary to accommodate the women.  Since the few studies concerning women’s strength had no correlation to those done on men, this first group of women would be the guinea pigs.  That summer thirty women cadets were put through the traditional conditioning program.  Testing was done at the beginning of the summer and again at the end, and overall performance was compared with that of thirty male cadets.  According to Dr. Stauffer, Director of Research for the Point’s “Project Summertime,” “[the results were] devastating.  It almost appeared that West Point had set up the tests so the women would fail.”  Only one woman out of 127 was strong enough to pass the minimum entrance requirements for men, and 98% of the women were below the least-fit male cadets.  Despite these results, Dr. Stauffer feels that there is little limit to women’s physical potential. In explanation of the poor performance of these women cadets he states that, “it’s just impossible to change the first seventeen years of someone’s life in one summer” (Lance, 13-14).  


Women are not raised to be strong.  We are taught that strength is not necessary or natural for women.  Strength and exertion are not emphasized in physical education classes when dealing with women.  While boys are encouraged to run faster, jump higher, and throw farther, girls are generally allowed to drop out when they have had enough.  In this way women are taught to avoid physical challenge.  As a result, most women never learn to differentiate the pain of physical exertion from the pain of injury.  Where boys learn to challenge themselves, girls are told that it is okay to give up, that we should not expect to keep up with boys in physical activity.  


Let us go back for a moment to the assumption that there is a biological basis for women’s lack of strength, and that a man’s higher level of testosterone does endow him with a higher percentage of lean body mass (muscle) resulting in greater strength.  According to​ Dennis M. Styne, MD, author of Basic and Clinical Endocrinology, until puberty is reached, the lean body mass of boys and girls, in addition to both skeletal mass, and body fat level, is equivalent (Styne, 521).  Thus, at least until puberty, the strength of boys and girls should also be equivalent.  It makes sense then that physical education classes at the grade school level, should demand the same degree of physical accomplishment from the girls as is expected of the boys.  Yet, this is not the case.  For even at that young age, not only do the girls get away with less physical exertion, but less is required of them.  


While in fifth grade my class was given the opportunity to receive the Presidential Physical Fitness award.  There were a variety of activities we had to perform, including sit-ups, push-ups, and pull-ups.  We were given one minute to do a certain number of sit-ups and, as can be expected, less were required of the girls.  Now, I knew I could do as many as were required of the boys, however, I also knew that I did not need to do so many and I would still meet the requirement, so I did not push myself.  Next, each person had to perform a given number of push-ups in one minute.  This time the number was the same for everybody.  However, the girls were allowed to cheat by resting their knees on the ground (“girl push-ups”).  Finally, it came time for “pull-ups.”  I use quotations only because what were actual pull-ups for the boys, consisted of hanging from a bar for thirty seconds for the girls.  Now, perhaps if the requirements were the same for both sexes, I would not have received the award.  However, more likely I would have pushed myself harder, become more fit, and received an even greater sense of accomplishment upon receipt of the award.  


Although my example encompasses only grade school, I have had similar experiences throughout my life in which less was expected of me simply due to gender.  And as one professional bodybuilder said in an interview with Gloria Steinem, “It’s hard to achieve when everybody gives you a cop-out” (Steinem, 108).   When things become hard for women it is too easy to give up, as this is expected because “she’s only a girl.”  In this manner, women are taught to be weak because we are given no reason to develop our strength.  As a result, women become increasingly dependent upon men.  Kathryn Lance states in her book Getting Strong, 

these cultural expectations ensure that women’s weakness, like men’s superior strength, is maintained throughout their lives.  The main reason most men can lift heavy things is that they do lift heavy things... This constant use of already trained muscles helps to maintain strength, while women tend to become less and less active as their muscles become weaker and weaker (Lance, 16).   

Thus, while the biologically based explanation for women’s inferior strength may be correct, it is just as likely that the strength differential which develops between boys and girls as they mature has simply to do with the difference in societal expectation placed upon girls and boys.  So what happens when these societal expectations are removed, and women train side-by-side with men and at an equal level of intensity?

*


*


*


It is difficult to compare the female and male physique in terms of the potential for muscular development.  Many different factors come into play, such as bodytype, bone structure, exercise history, and degree of physical exertion during exercise.  In the Female Physique Athlete, the authors examine the muscular development of trapeze artists.  They claim that this is the only activity in which women’s arms are loaded proportionally with the same resistance as that of their male counterparts, relative to body size and weight.  In addition, because both must perform the same feats, the same degree of physical exertion must be put forth by each.  The authors observed that in proportion to body size, the circus woman’s arm development is dramatically superior to that of her male counterpart (Thomas, 32).  In other words, with the same amount of work, the muscular development of women is greater, and in order for a man to develop a proportional amount of muscle relative to his body structure, he must employ a greater proportional resistance.  In light of this observation, it seems that the reason for women’s typical lack of muscle and strength is, in fact, due to social factors rather than biology.  For as indicated through observation of the trapeze artist, women not only have the potential for strength, but actually tend to develop an even greater degree of muscularity than men using the same proportional resistance.  Further evidence of the social basis of women’s physical inferiority is the athletic background of one professional woman powerlifter/bodybuilder, Bev Francis.


In 1980, the first world championships in powerlifting for women was held.  Bev Francis won her weight-class in that competition.  She also won her weight-class in that same competition in 1981, 1982, and 1983.  At five feet, five inches tall and weighing between 165 and 178 pounds, Francis has a 331 pound bench,
 480 pound squat, and 476 pound deadlift (Gaines, 145).  Pound-for-pound, she is stronger than Arnold Schwarzenegger (Steinem, 99).    It is not surprising, with the way our society views muscular women, that Francis has been labeled a freak, and as a result, has been subject to both drug and chromosome tests, neither of which she has ever failed.  She wonders, “Would men who do badly in sports ever be subjected to the same tests as women who do well?” (Steinem, 106).  Probably not, since, unlike Francis, they are not a threat to the accomplished male athlete.  Since Bev Francis is, in fact, a woman, how is it that, unlike the majority of women in this country, she was able to develop her potential for physical strength?


From the time she was a young girl, Francis admired strength “in anything.”  She liked to play football and climb trees.  “I love thunderstorms,” she writes, “anything that’s big and strong and powerful.  I always wanted to be powerful myself” (Gaines, 146).  As a child, Francis did not believe the notion that, because she was a girl, she could not become powerful.  Instead, she went by the philosophy, “accept no limits but those one’s own body imposes.”  It was this theory that shaped her career as a professional athlete (Steinem, 103).  


At the University of Melbourne in Australia, Francis trained under Franz Stampfl.  Stampfl has supported women’s rights since the 1920’s when he helped to decriminalize abortion in Australia.  Thus, when he began coaching track and field in England in 1937, he saw no reason not to have the men and women athletes train together.  By the time he was offered a senior lectureship and coaching position at the University of Melbourne in 1955, Stampfl had already trained a number of world-class athletes.  It was no surprise then, that he went on to turn one hundred and eighty men and women at the University of Melbourne into national champions in various track and field events.  This is not to mention the handful of athletes, including Francis, whom he has watched go on to successful world competition  (Gaines, 149).


In 1984, over twenty percent of the athletes training under the supervision of Franz Stampfl were women.  This included Bev Francis.  The opportunity to train under Stampfl gave Fancis a chance that many women never get.  It was through this man’s unique beliefs concerning women athletes that Francis was able to develop her natural physical ability. After training over twenty thousand athletes in his career, Stampfl believes that “women are inherently equal to men” in terms of athletic ability.  He attributes the inferior athletic performance typical of most women athletes to “various environmental factors” and “old-fashioned male chauvinism.” Thus, unlike the majority of coaches, Stampfl continues to employ identical training methods for all of his athletes.  This is not to imply that the men and women simply follow the same training regimen,  but rather the men and women actually train together.  Although it is common in the United States to see men and women using the same gym, it is rare that they train together.  The main reason for this is that the majority of women in the United States train differently from men.  While men tend to use heavier weights and perform more strength exercises, most women train “almost delicately,” doing “shaping exercises with light weights.” This results in a great difference in the athletic ability of these men and women.  However, because “co-ed training is customary and unselfconscious” at the University of Melbourne, “the women here are as strong as all but the strongest men.”
  In this niche where women are respected for strength, Francis is not a freak of nature, but rather one of a number of women, each of whom is “inordinately muscular and... intent... [and] enormous” (Gaines, 152, 155).  


Many of the more muscular female bodybuilders share stories similar to that of Francis.  For instance, Paula Bircumshaw, a professional bodybuilder, who is often criticized for her high level of muscularity, claims that she was always strong.  Raised in England by her father, a professional soccer player, Bircumshaw, unlike most naturally strong girls in the United States, was encouraged to develop her genetic ability (Luoma, “Bircumshaw’s,” 94).  Similarly, Lenda Murray and Laura Creavalle, also professional bodybuilders, claim that they were always strong and, through encouragement by friends and family, each was able to develop their propensity for muscularity. As a result of their dedication and ability to look beyond the criticism of a society in which muscular women are devalued, each of these women today display a level of muscularity comparable to any man.  Thus, it seems that women do have the potential to develop muscle, and when not discouraged from physical development, women can, in fact, reach a level of physical ability comparable to men.

The Masculinization of Muscle

Throughout the herstory of the sport of women’s bodybuilding a controversy has existed between femininity and muscularity.  In our society these two opposing characteristics have no commonality.  The term “feminine muscularity” has no meaning in our vocabulary.  Muscularity is always associated with the masculine, leaving no room for the muscular woman.  The muscular woman is simply seen as unnatural and unwilling to accept her female body.  “She looks like a man,” is a frequent statement aimed at the female bodybuilder; and once again women are condemned for straying from “their natural place,” and for reaching towards a more powerful image of themselves.  It is ironic to me that when a man develops muscle he becomes more of a man, yet when a woman does the same she becomes a freak.  


Contrary to what many believe, women are born with exactly the same muscles as man, and for her to develop that which is naturally hers does not make her any less of a woman.  In fact, should not it be true that a woman who has developed the muscles of her inescapably female body be construed as more feminine, or more of a woman?  The woman weight lifter does not, after all, suddenly metamorphose into a man the minute she develops a peak in her bicep or a cut down her chest.
  Her body is still that of a woman, as are her muscles.  As stated in the Female Physique Athlete, 

the Eastern Europeans know that there is no way to build masculine muscles into a woman.  A big strong (even massively muscled) girl is just that:  a girl who happens to be big and strong (Thomas, 10).

Nevertheless, even those in support of women’s bodybuilding tend to set strict limits as to the amount of muscle they feel is acceptable for the female athletes. 


The 1992 Chairperson of the Women’s International Bodybuilding Committee, Lisser Frost-Larson, once stated that, “we [are looking] for a more pleasing woman’s physique,”  and through the discouragement of “extreme muscularity,” “the women in our sport will still be women” (Musclemag, #120, 189).  We are told “it is a woman’s contest.” Yet, Frost-Larson implies that there is a limit beyond which a biological female is no longer a woman.  I am inclined to question just who will determine the boundaries of this ambiguous definition of “woman.”  And in looking for “a more pleasing woman’s physique,” why is the woman with “extreme muscularity” automatically disqualified?  As stated by Paula Bircumshaw in response to commentary on her gender, “I have periods just like everybody else” (Musclemag International, #122, 158). According to the Random House Dictionary, a woman is “an adult female person” (Su, 1035)--female being defined as, “belonging to the sex that bears young or produces eggs” (Su, 330).  Thus, to deny a bodybuilder her womanhood, due simply to the presence of muscle, would be to reject the natural and inevitable fact that there is a biological difference between woman and man and it has nothing to do with muscularity.  Nevertheless, the female bodybuilder must continually defend her position as a woman.  As Bev Francis writes, 

I feel very much a woman... I have female sex organs, I have female responses, I have female hormones in my body, female chromosomes, or whatever.  I can’t change that and I don’t want to.  I’m happy with being a woman, and I’m very happy with my female responses (Gaines, 152).


So, how does all of this affect the average woman?  How does this keep women weak?  As a result of the masculinization of muscle in our society, the term “‘muscular’ is applied to women as a value judgment expressing contempt, rather than as a neutral term” (Thomas, 9).  Consequently, the average woman fears developing muscle and is ashamed of her female strength.  Every personal trainer has heard, at one time or another, the comment “I don’t want to get too big,” from female clients.  These women act as if the minute they pick up a weight, muscles will suddenly bulge from their bodies and they will immediately transform into Bev Francis.  To begin with, it is not quite that easy.  Francis has spent years lifting weights and has dedicated her life to the sport.  And despite this subtlety, why do women consider the development of muscle such a horrible fate?  It is ironic that the majority of men in a gym will tell you that they are hard-gainers, that is to say they have a hard time developing muscle.  On the other hand, the majority of women will explain that they cannot lift heavy because they get big so fast.  Women do not necessarily develop muscle at a faster rate than men; however, because frailty is associated with femininity, women fear that any development of muscle will be at the expense of their perceived womanhood.


Because women fear the development of muscle, even books written to inspire women to lift weights tend to diminish women’s physical ability.  Bodybuilding For Women reassures us that we should not worry because “women don’t build up huge veined muscles when they use weights” (Kennedy, Bodybuilding, 21) and Getting Strong exclaims that  “luckily for us,” there is a biological limit to the size of women’s muscle (Lance, 17).  Although comments such as these are meant to be reassuring, they are similar to telling a beginning runner that there is a biological limit to how fast a woman can run and that she will never run as fast as her male counterpart.  Whether or not this comment is accurate, it would never be offered to a novice runner as encouragement.  Rather, a comment such as this could actually discourage a woman from pursuing this sport in which she is destined to fail.  However, because the female ideal is weak and lacks muscle, women will lift weights only after being reassured that they will not develop a muscular physique.


Another result of the masculinization of muscle and one that reinforces the notion that women cannot develop the musculature of man, is that women with the genetics to build muscle (mesomorphs) are generally discouraged from lifting.  Consequently, the women who do typically lift weights are usually endo/ectomorphic, meaning they lack the potential to build large muscles.  Endo/ectomorphic women have not been shamed for having muscular bodies, and may not fear the development of muscle to the same extent as her mesomorphic sister.  As stated by Al Thomas in The Female Physique Athlete, the mesomorphic woman is taught early on to stay away from exercise because she will get “too muscular.”  Therefore, most of the women athletes we see are not mesomorphs, but endo/ectomorphs who do not develop muscle easily at all (Thomas, 10).  


When the mesomorphic woman does participate in sport, she soon discovers that her potential for muscle growth threatens her identity as a woman.  Thus, despite her 

natural athletic ability, she is generally among the first to drop out (Thomas, 10).  On the other hand if she does continue training, it is likely that, in a desperate attempt to force her body to conform to the ideal, she will stunt her athletic potential through a lifetime of dieting.


In contrast to the muscular woman, the male mesomorph is encouraged to develop his genetic potential.  Likewise, the male endo/ectomorph is discouraged from pursuing sport as a primary activity.  He is, instead, motivated to pursue other endeavors to which he may be more genetically suited.  This is not to imply that the male endo/ectomorph is discouraged from all athletic participation, but rather that he is taught to see his abilities in a realistic perspective. Thus, while men are encouraged to pursue activities in which they excel, women are taught the opposite.  And, in comparing the performance of men and women athletes, we are really looking at a difference in bodytype rather than gender.  This results in an even greater difference between the performance  of  male  and  female  athletes  than  that  already  present  due  to women’s

shorter herstory of involvement in sport. 

*


*


*
Whether it’s in bodybuilding or not, being small and thin are equated with being feminine.  In reality, many women are built large.  There are many women who don’t train who are big.  They are often tall and large-boned with muscle and fat.  Why is it so hard to believe that if such a woman trains hard and eats right she can’t develop thick muscles?  A woman is a woman whether she develops her strength or not (Goodrich, 58).


It is impossible to determine whether women are physiologically weaker than men.  Upon examination of this notion, however, it is safe to say that the biological difference between male and female strength has, if nothing else, been greatly exaggerated in our society.  And, if men do have a biological advantage in terms of strength and muscularity, it is only slight.  I say this because, even as we look around us today, with all of society’s aforementioned stereotypes intact, there is still a greater strength differential among men and among women than there is between men and women (take a look at the difference in muscularity between Bev Francis and Woody Allen!).


Many women bodybuilders today have greater muscular development than their male counterparts only twenty years ago.  Maybe in twenty more years the same will be true of the bodybuilders we see today.  Women can develop muscle.  Muscle is a human attribute.  And if women were given the same opportunity as men to develop their physical potential, it is likely that the existing gap between men’s and women’s strength would diminish, if not disappear entirely.

A LOOK AT THE SPORT OF BODYBUILDING


The sport of women’s bodybuilding has changed dramatically since I first began work on this project three years ago.  Fitness pageants and breast implants had not yet become the norm for women weight lifters, and women’s bodybuilding finally seemed to be headed in the right direction.  That is to say, the women in the sport finally seemed to be catching up to their male counterparts in terms of their level of muscular development, and the women were being judged accordingly.  As was the case all along in men’s bodybuilding, the more muscular women, such as Corey Everson and Laura Creavalle were finally placing above their “feminine,” toned (meaning less muscular) peers such as Rachel McLish and Anja Shreiner.  It seemed for a while that this trend would continue, and I actually began to see promise for the day that women would be respected for their physical strength.  A day in which muscular women would no longer be seen as freaks or genetic anomalies, but would be respected as part of the norm in the range of accepted female bodies.  Not surprisingly, I am still waiting for that day.

From Bodybuilding to Fitness, A Brief Herstory

When women’s bodybuilding first caught on in the late 1970’s, the contests were nothing more than modified beauty contests held alongside men’s physique shows (Pumping Iron, 39).  The women wore high-heeled shoes and did not clench their fists while posing.  They also were not allowed to use the three so-called “men’s poses” (double biceps, crab and lat spread) (Female Physique, 71) which were deemed too masculine.
  


In 1980 George Snyder held the first Miss
 Olympia
 contest.  The women contestants, after sending in resumes and pictures, were hand-picked by Snyder according to their potential to be fitness role models for the average American woman.  To quote Snyder, “the ones that looked like muscular gorillas, I tossed their pictures on the floor” (Snyder, 126).  Thus, from the start, promoters of women’s bodybuilding were biased against female muscularity.


After Snyder lost the rights to the Ms. Olympia in 1982, the contestants were no longer hand-picked.  Instead, women qualified for this competition by winning national-level amateur contests.  As a result, the “gorillas” could no longer be tossed out, and as in any other growing sport in which the athletes continually improve over time, the women competitors grew more muscular each year. Soon, two camps of women bodybuilders existed.  There were the women concerned solely with femininity and symmetry, whose  musculature barely surpassed that of the female gymnast or dancer.  And then there were the “freaks.”  These were the women who wanted muscle.  These were the women who did not believe they were of the “weaker sex” and who were determined to prove it (Pumping Iron, 51).  In 1983 these two opposing groups finally met on stage at the historical 1983 Caesar’s Palace bodybuilding competition.


The contestants at the Caesar’s Palace ranged in size from the massive Bev Francis all the way down to Rachel McLish, “pretty, sexy and with enough muscle to stimulate, not intimidate” (Paul, 91).  Although women like McLish had dominated competition since its instigation in the 70’s, this was the first time judges had seen the likes of Francis.  Because the idea of muscular women was new, it was not surprising that Francis came in at tenth place.  However, despite her poor placing, Francis’ appearance set a new precedent in women’s bodybuilding.  The women athletes began “coming into contests heavier, more muscled, less willing to accept social limits on the development of their bodies.”  In addition, these muscular women became increasingly accepted by the bodybuilding community and were judged accordingly (Steinem, 105).  


As I mentioned above, this trend of increasing muscularity did continue for a few years, wavering only slightly; however, in 1992 it came to an abrupt halt.  After the incredible level of muscularity seen in the 1991 Ms. Olympia contestants, with Lenda Murray in first place, followed by Bev Francis,
 a backlash occurred.  This was seen in the outcome of the next major professional women’s physique show, the 1992 Ms. International.


The judges’ guide to competitors in the 1992 Ms. International physique show stated that the judges were looking for  a “feminine, but not an emaciated physique” (Creavalle).  As a result, a woman by the name of Anja Shreiner placed first.  At five-feet, seven-inches, Shreiner weighed only 130 pounds.  And with her blond hair and blue eyes she was reminiscent of a slightly athletic version of Barbie.  In contrast to Shreiner was another contestant, Paula Bircumshaw.  Also, five-feet, seven-inches, yet weighing in at 162 pounds, Bircumshaw showed the same level of definition and symmetry as Shreiner and carried more muscle, yet was placed eighth.  As if this were not enough, the judges also made an unsuccessful attempt at preventing Bircumshaw from reappearing on stage after her performance. Normally, the top ten contestants are called out at the end of the show when the winners are announced, however, in this show, only the top six were asked to return.  Bircumshaw, at eighth place was expected to remain backstage.  This resulted in an uproar from both the audience and Bircumshaw herself, who, in response to chants of her name, returned to the stage along with the top six competitors (Bradford, 103).  Apparently, it was not enough for the judges to discourage female muscularity through biased judging, they also felt the need to literally hide the “extremely muscular” women.


The outcome of this fiasco was an even greater push to “feminize” women’s bodybuilding.  Advertisements for the upcoming 1992 Ms. Olympia contest promised “Beauty, Strength and Grace,” alongside an enlarged portrait of Anja Shreiner dressed in aerobicwear.  There was no mention of muscularity or bodybuilding, and the currently reigning Ms. Olympia, Lenda Murray, was shown only in a wallet-sized, head-shot, placed in the upper, right corner (Musclemag, #125, 175).  Also at this time was a big push to popularize fitness contests, promoted as the alternative for women not wanting to use steroids.  

Fitness Competitions and the Backlash in Women’s Bodybuilding

(or Tits, Ass, Strawberries, and Champagne)


As a result of the increased muscularity of women bodybuilders over the past fifteen years, George Snyder, promoter of the original Miss Olympia competition, came to the conclusion that the average woman no longer admired the female physique athlete.  He felt that the women athletes were no longer “building women’s bodies, [but rather] building an in-between thing--sort of a semi-man, semi-woman type thing” (Snyder, 127).  Although Snyder himself admitted to barring muscular women from his original competition, he attributes this increased muscularity, not on the growth and development inherent in any sport, but on drug use by the competitors (Snyder, 124).
  It was for this reason that in 1993 Snyder promoted the Miss Galaxy fitness contest for “hardcore women bodybuilders--without drugs” (Ross, 94).
  According to Snyder, “drugs killed women’s bodybuilding,” and his intent for the Miss Galaxy was to recreate the sport according to his original intentions.  The women competitors would be judged on their “feminine shape, solid athletic aesthetics, and beauty” (Ross, 95).  He “wanted to bring bodybuilding, or fitness, back to where it was when [he] started the Miss Olympia contest” (Snyder, 125).  In this respect, he believed that the original Miss Olympia, Rachel McLish was “the ideal role model.  She was pretty,... not too muscular--could speak well...” (Ross, 95).  She was a “hardcore woman bodybuilder--without drugs” (Synder, 125).  

Drugs.  Anabolic steroids.  Growth hormone.  Any conversation concerning bodybuilding, especially women’s bodybuilding, eventually turns to the topic of drug use. While the use of steroids in any sport should not be tolerated, it is important to realize that the backlash against muscular women has nothing to do with anabolic steroids.  If this were the case, women’s bodybuilding and fitness contests would be no different from drug-tested men’s competitions.  Fitness contestants would not be expected to wear high heels on stage, there would not be an evening gown or speech round, people would not refer to the competition as a “tits and ass show”, and women with breast implants and traditionally beautiful faces would not score higher than those with flat chests and traditionally average looks.  However, because all of this is typical of fitness competition, it is obvious that this new trend within the bodybuilding/fitness industry has nothing to do with drug-use and everything to do with the threat that muscular women pose on current notions of femininity.


According to many “experts” in the field, one of the primary goals of “mark[ing] down a female body that approaches masculine tendencies,” is to stop the use of anabolic steroids (Bradford, 104).   While I do not condone the use of steroids by men or women in sports, and would personally like to see it put to an end, I do question the hidden agenda behind the current trend of docking points from woman competitors who appear “drug-induced.”  The visibility of physical characteristics is not a definitive test of whether or not a contestant is taking anabolic steroids, and the employment of drug-testing would be a much simpler and more effective means to eliminate the use of steroids by bodybuilders, if this were, in fact, the goal.


According to professional bodybuilder, Laura Creavalle, it is common to see women bodybuilders weighing as little as 105 pounds with “feminine physiques” and little muscularity testing positive for anabolic steroid use.  There are many different types of sport-enhancing steroids available, and not all are designed to develop muscle.  Some steroids work only to maintain muscle while decreasing bodyfat, others are used to increase strength, speed, or even prevent bone growth.
  With this in mind, it is easy to see that the “athletic” look of a fitness contestant
 or the slightly more muscular build of the “feminine” bodybuilder may, in fact, be the result of drug-use.  Assuming that these women do not use steroids simply because they do not have the same level of muscularity as Bev Francis is a mistake; it is also unfair to muscular women who did not use drugs and simply trained hard to develop their physiques.  


Developing the physique of a bodybuilder takes years of intense training with close attention to diet and nutrition.  It is not as simple as sticking oneself with a needle, going to bed, and waking up looking like the Incredible Hulk.  I, personally, have known many people that have taken anabolic steroids.  For some, it was obvious.  For others, no one would have ever guessed.  Steroids do not build muscle; training builds muscle; steroids simply enhance the results of that training.  To assume that an individual uses steroids simply because of their level of muscular development, or to contribute their hard-won physique solely to steroid use is to deny that person the respect they deserve for spending hours in the gym, and dedicating a good part of their lives to the sport.  To quote Laura Creavalle, “drugs alone can’t do it” (Creavalle).  The fact is that, steroid use aside, the intensity of training required to develop the degree of muscularity seen in many women bodybuilders today far exceeds that necessary to compete in fitness competition.  Alphie Newman, winner of the 1993 Miss Galaxy fitness competition, actually stated that “because I no longer compete in bodybuilding [and now only in fitness competition], I’ve had to cut back considerably on my leg training” (Newman, 28).  Thus, while she may or may not use steroids, Newman admittedly does not train as hard for fitness competition.  Nevertheless, George Snyder depicts her as a hardcore woman bodybuilder, once again reinforcing the false notion that women cannot naturally develop a high level of muscularity. 


While it is true that the muscular woman may have used anabolic steroids, it is just as plausible that she trained hard and had genetics conducive to muscle growth.  The same is true of the fitness contestant.  Visual cues are an inconclusive test for drug use, and in order for the use of steroids to be determined, a blood or urine test is necessary.

 
To further reinforce the idea that the trend of docking points from “overly” muscular women has nothing to do with anabolic steroid use, is the fact that points are not deducted from “excessively” muscular male bodybuilders, regardless of whether or not they appear drug induced. In fact, while more recent professional women’s competitions have been drug-tested, as Creavalle so eloquently framed it, “they’ve tested the men... (pause)...once!”  Additionally, because of the prevailing notion that only, and all, muscularly developed women abuse anabolic steroids, “whether [the IFBB] test[s] you or not, they’re gonna mark you down if you look drug-induced (Creavalle).  This was clearly the case at the 1992 Ms. International physique competition (discussed previously) in which the audience favorite, Paula Bircumshaw, was placed eighth, despite the fact that “Paula is super ripped and bowls the audience over... [she] has a size and hardness to her body that... one would die for” (Luoma, “Paula,” 31).  In an interview after the show Bircumshaw stated, 

just ‘cause somebody’s bigger than everybody else, it doesn’t mean drugs did it... they say ‘it’s a women’s contest.’  Well I have periods just like everybody else... the judges assumed I was taking drugs and they reflected that in the way they placed me (Luoma, “Paula,” 158).

From Paula’s words alone it is clear that drugs are not the issue, but rather it is, once again, the stereotype that equates women with weakness.  Muscular women threaten traditional beliefs concerning gender roles and gendered identity.  As a result, the promoters of women’s bodybuilding attempt to keep these women hidden under the pretense of ridding the sport of drugs.  If the promoters were actually concerned with drug use, they would mandate drug testing at each competition, yet this is not the case.  And, as Creavalle noted, even when drug testing is implemented, the most muscular women still get marked down.


In order to offset a muscular physique in the hopes of appearing more “feminine” and placing higher in competition, many of today’s women bodybuilders and almost all fitness competitors have breast implants.  In addition, the use of liposuction, diet pills, laxatives, diuretics and other artificial and drug-induced means by which to achieve a more “feminine” look are rampant throughout both the bodybuilding and fitness worlds, yet none are condemned in the same way as are steroids.  If anything, these tactics are encouraged by rewarding unnaturally lean, yet large-breasted women.  


Breast implants which require major surgery and have nothing to do with fitness or muscular development, are also associated with a number of serious side effects, including arthritis, rheumatism, autoimmune and inflammatory disorders (Kennedy, “Muscle,” 168), cardiovascular problems, various types of cancer, extensive scarring, nerve damage (Boston, 623-624), and the hindrance of early breast cancer detection
 (SCWHC, 62).  While some may argue that none of these health risks have been definitively proven to be associated with breast implants, many similarly believe that steroids, are as safe as oral contraceptives when used under medical supervision (Embleton, 113). 
   Nevertheless, it is only steroid use that has come under fire by the bodybuilding community for its possible health risks. 


While padded bras and breast prostheses in women’s bodybuilding, and pectoral implants in men’s competition are illegal and cause for disqualification, breast implants are encouraged by judges of women’s bodybuilding.  According to professional bodybuilder, Sandra Blackie, “breasts--whether they’re the real thing or prosthetic devices--also make a big difference in the way a woman places in a bodybuilding show.  ‘When it comes down to the wire... the well-endowed [woman] is going to win’” (Henry, 107).  It is ironic that when a woman surgically alters her body through liposuction or breast augmentation she is considered more of a woman, whereas when she develops the muscle which is naturally hers, she becomes a freak.  The promotion of health and fitness, via ridding the sport of steroid abuse, is not the goal of  the promoters of women’s bodybuilding and fitness competition.  Rather, this is simply another excuse used to block the achievement of muscular women and reinforce traditional gender stereotypes.

As mentioned previously, gymnasts use steroids to prevent growth, runners use steroids to increase their speed and endurance, and football players use steroids to increase their strength.  Yet, in none of these sports are the athletes looked upon with such disgust as are women bodybuilders. Furthermore, it is quite suspicious that those steroids considered to be “female friendly”
 were among the first taken off the market in the United States (Douglas, 153).
  Steroid use is rampant throughout the majority of sports, and women’s bodybuilding is no exception.  However, if ending steroid abuse was the goal of the promoters of women’s bodybuilding and fitness competition, than this goal would be universal, applied equally to both the male and female athletes.  This is not the case.  Rather, because the muscular woman poses such a threat to current notions of femininity, steroids have become a simple means by which to rationalize our dislike of muscularity in women.  In addition, the assumption of steroid use by all muscular women reinforces the notion that women are physically unable to develop muscle.

Bodybuilding as a Sport.  According to Al Thomas in The Female Physique Athlete, 

A bodybuilder is a person--in this definition, a female person--who builds her body... without any limitations to this process of ‘building’ other than those imposed by her body type, her heredity, Nature (Thomas, 39).

As bodybuilding is a sport of building muscle, limiting the extent of muscle development deemed acceptable among female competitors would be similar to telling a female runner to run slower or advising a female gymnast not to do her best because it is not feminine.  Yet, this is exactly what is happening in women’s bodybuilding today.  The women are being penalized for doing their best.  As a result, a number of top-level women bodybuilders have actually had to step down their training and come into competition less muscular in order to place in the money and continue to make a living from the sport.  


In every other sport, athletes are encouraged to do their best.  However, when discussing women’s bodybuilding it is common to hear the question, “where do we draw the line?” (Georges, “Fitness,” 166), as if there should be a limit to the level of athletic accomplishment acceptable for the female bodybuilder.  There is no limit placed on the muscularity of male bodybuilders, and as a result, their standard for muscularity has increased dramatically over the years, with the men coming in to competition larger and more ripped
 each year.  However, in women’s bodybuilding this is not the case.  Droit Kernes admitted that she did not train or diet
 as hard as she could in preparation for the 1992, NPC
 Women’s Nationals, because she wanted to please the judges (Wennerstrom, 136).  Denise Rutkowski, for the same contest, stated “I took my weight down almost ten pounds from last year, so I wouldn’t freak anyone out with too much muscle” (Wennerstrom, 163).  In a seminar at a local World Gym, Laura Creavalle, a professional bodybuilder and long-time friend of reigning Ms. Olympia, Lenda Murray, stated that Murray completely stopped training in preparation for the 1992 Ms. Olympia.  This was the only way for her to decrease the size of her naturally muscular physique and come in more “feminine” (Creavalle seminar).  While we do not ask Jackie Joyner Kersey not to run so fast, or be so lean, or jump so far, we have no problem asking women bodybuilders to build less muscle.  Although “Jackie Joyner is faster and leaner than 99 percent of the men in America,” we do not ask her to curtail her training.  However, “just because we are dealing with muscles in bodybuilding, and just because Paula Bircumshaw, Bev Francis and Lenda Murray are more developed than most men,” these women get penalized in competition. (Brock, 14).


In an attempt to obscure the hypocrisy behind this push for “femininity,” the judges sometimes mince words and say things like, “‘A woman shouldn’t be judged as too muscular if she’s carrying what her frame can handle’” (Steinem, 116).  Yet, to quote Bev Francis, “if your frame couldn’t handle the muscle, how could you carry it in the first place?” (Steinem, 116).  One judge of the 1992 NPC Women’s Nationals actually told 108-pound competitor Sue Price, that she was too muscular!
 Ironically, this judge originally had Price in first place.  However, once Price flexed her quads to show off the “criss-cross striations” she had worked so hard to perfect, the judge moved her down to fifth place.  “What can you say to something like that?” she asks. (Wennerstrom, 133-134).  On a similar note, Juliette Bergmann who judged the 1992 Ms. International stated that she had competitor, “Laura Creavalle, in seventh place on the muscularity round because we were supposed to pick the women with the feminine physique... If we judged the old way[, in terms of muscular development,] I would have [placed her first]” (Bradford, 105).


Many argue that the ideal woman bodybuilder should be one that all women admire.  Thus, because the muscular woman does not “represent what women want to look like,” (Steinem 102) she should not be rewarded.  Once again, this would be similar to awarding first place to a woman runner who actually came in third because the first two finishers were not suitable role models.  Although it is sad that women are ashamed of female muscle, and do not admire the woman bodybuilder for what she has accomplished, this is no reason to deny these women athletes the honor they have earned.  As stated in a letter to Musclemag International,

 Female distance runners don’t fit that stereotype [of the ideal woman] with developed legs and skinny, flat chests.  We admire their speed and endurance.  We reward and appreciate them as athletes and don’t discourage them from doing their best so they will look more ‘feminine’  (Goodrich, 58). 

Why is it so hard for us to similarly appreciate and respect the women bodybuilder for her muscularity?
  In terms of men’s bodybuilding, while only few men would actually like to look like the current Mr. Olympia, Dorian Yates, most would still respect his accomplishment.  Bodybuilding is a sport and, as in any other sport, the competitors should be judged according to performance.  Perhaps if this were to become the case, there would be a time in which women could appreciate the accomplishments of female bodybuilders, regardless of whether or not they themselves wished to develop a muscular physique. 


According to George Snyder, and many other supporters of the new “fitness look,” not only is the muscular women an inappropriate role model for the average woman, but people do not even want to see “overly muscular” women anymore (Bradford, 103).  This argument, which is often used in favor of replacing women’s bodybuilding with women’s fitness pageants, I find highly questionable.  In witnessing crowd reactions to the more muscular women contestants in physique shows, I have observed that people do want to see muscular women.   For example, the audience at the 1992 Ms. International chanted Paula Bircumshaw’s name when she was not called out with the top six competitors (Bradford, 103).  The crowd booed the judges decision when Sue Price, who was predicted to win, was placed fifth because of her “extreme muscularity.”  From these observations, it seems that people were finally respecting muscular women for their achievement.   Instead of laughing at the women, audiences began to encourage even greater levels of muscularity.  It is ironic that while Snyder uses this argument to oppose women’s bodybuilding in favor of fitness competition, according to professional bodybuilder, Lenda Murray, 

[the audience has] absolutely no respect for the women who come out on stage ‘[in fitness shows].’  I hear them yelling, ‘Oh, baby,’ and other rude things.  They don’t say that to the women bodybuilders, because they respect all the hard work they went through to develop their physiques 

(Murray, 82).  

Thus, even if many people do not want to see “overly muscular” women anymore and would rather watch those in fitness competitions, it is only out of disrespect for the women.  In contrast, the presentation of a muscular woman in a bodybuilding competition “is not sexually stimulating.  [Her body is] created with no reference to male fantasies, it does not invite them.  But it does move everyone who sees it” (Gaines, 174).  As Murray stated, women bodybuilders are, for the most part, respected by those within the bodybuilding subculture because of all the hard work they went through to develop their physiques.


In support of the new trend in judging, one amateur woman bodybuilder wrote that rewarding “overly” developed women was unfair as, “they’re too much, at least for women with a more usual body type to even dream of competing with” (Thomas, 83).  Although she is correct in that the average woman stands no chance in competing against the professional female bodybuilder, this woman fails to note that the same is true of any professional competition, including men’s bodybuilding.  Just as most women will never have the musculature to compete professionally, neither will the majority of highschool football players end up playing pro-ball.  Anything that involves competition has its share of exceptional participants.  The scientist receiving a Nobel Peace Prize, the winner of the Heisman Trophy, the Academy Award winning actor, and the professional female bodybuilder are all part of an elite class with which the average person cannot compete.  This is not reason, however, to devalue their accomplishments in order to enable less accomplished individuals to receive honor.  In addition, this argument fails to take into account the fact that without plastic surgery, and/or other artificial means, not a single woman could successfully compete as a fitness contestant, let alone the woman “with a more usual body type.” 


On a similar note, many argue that it is not fair for naturally petite women to have to compete against the likes of Bev Francis.  Thus, these individuals believe there should be different divisions within women’s bodybuilding for large and small women.  In response to this, one need only take a look at men’s basketball, in which the majority of men are over seven feet tall.  Despite this, not once have I heard discussion that there should be a separate division for short men. 


These arguments, which are used to discourage “extreme” muscularity in women bodybuilders, have nothing to do with concern for women as athletes.  Rather women are, once again, being told that we should not strive to do our best, and that it is not natural for women to be at an equal level with men.  Portraying women bodybuilders in a negative fashion keeps women ashamed of their potential for muscular development and ensures that the average woman will remain weak.  The arguments presented above used to discourage women from developing their muscular potential are simply desperate attempts to subdue the threat posed by the strength and muscularity of women bodybuilders.

*


*


*

So, we are now left with the question of where women’s bodybuilding stands today.  According to most magazines, muscular women, once again, do not exist.  Depicted throughout the more popular bodybuilding periodicals are hardcore male bodybuilders alongside fitness models. To quote one observer, “they go together like strawberries and champagne” (Georges, “Star,” 260).  On the rare occasion that an actual woman bodybuilder is featured, she is generally one that fits into the stereotypical image of femininity, despite her muscularity.  She typically has breast implants and is portrayed in a sexual manner.  On a more positive note, now that muscular women have once again been hidden from the public, the judging of the women seems to be getting back on track with muscularity placing higher in competition.
  However, because of the lack of media attention, and because of the great emphasis on fitness pageants, women’s bodybuilding is fast losing support.  As a result, the women’s competitions, usually held alongside the men’s shows, are being replaced by fitness pageants, and the few professional women’s contests that do remain offer only a fraction of the prize money that is awarded to the men.
  Consequently, many women bodybuilders are leaving this sport in favor of fitness competition due to financial reasons.  Because women’s bodybuilding is no longer visible, the muscular women in the sport are no longer a threat and muscularity can, once again, be rewarded in competition--that is, until the sport dies out. 

“THE FORCE OF BODY AS METAPHOR”

                                       

    (Thomas, 20)

[Instead of concentrating on losing weight and otherwise obsessing about my body] I began to focus my energies on feminism.  Although my body was comparatively large, the system I was up against was even larger.  I figured that if I was going to put up a fight, a strong body with legs as solid as trees rather than as small as bird ankles were an asset for me.  --Kim 

(Levkin, 222-223)


“Bodies are.  But, also, they mean" (Thomas, 20).  And the body of the female bodybuilder means female strength, power, independence.  Although it is true that this is only in a physical sense, we cannot escape the fact that we are our bodies.  Our bodies provide the first impression of who we are to outsiders.  In effect, our bodies are the physical manifestation of our self (Apthekar).  A strong body, at the very least, gives an impression of  a strong spirit, a strong soul.  A strong body demands immediate respect, something that women, because we are considered weak, can only hope to earn over time. Thus, while female muscle may commence as a purely physical attribute, if the female bodybuilder is made visible in a positive manner, her physical strength will become associated with the feminine.  For the average woman this will mean that she is no longer considered weak simply by virtue of her gender.  She will no longer be seen as an easy target of violence simply because she is female.  Eventually, this physical strength will be transformed into an ungendered and perhaps less materialistic inner strength, thereby permanently altering our vision of woman.


The main purpose of the women’s movement is to empower women.  Yet, how can a woman feel empowered when she cannot even carry her own suitcase?  On the flip side, how can a muscular woman feel good about herself when she is told that she is less of a woman simply because of her powerful body?  Women do have the potential to develop a high level of physical strength.  This has been proven by woman weight lifters and bodybuilders throughout the world.  Yet, in order to prevent women from tapping into this power reserve and using it to further our selves and our sisters, the notion that women are biologically weak has been used to keep us ashamed of our own potential for strength.    


If the women’s movement were to take on this cause and promote strength as a positive attribute for women, perhaps women could begin to move beyond the weakness which has been placed upon us as a form of control.  Perhaps we could begin to accept and take control of our own bodies, and stop trying to minimize ourselves through dieting and compulsive exercise.  The current Ms. Olympia, Lenda Murray, on first seeing women bodybuilders, stated, “What I saw was [sic] strong women but not only in a physique sense” (Muscle, 214, 218).  Just as many feminists refuse to bow down to societal expectations, women bodybuilders, “do not ‘need’ the approval of men or of a culture which finds them disgusting or a threat” (Thomas, 23).  “A woman bodybuilder says by her look, ‘I am a strong woman; this is what I’m about” (Murray, 82).  The strength of the woman bodybuilder cannot be ignored, the message on her body cannot be silenced as have the words of so many otherwise strong women.  


The acceptance of muscular women is a major step towards breaking away from the age-old ideology equating women with weakness which is ever-present in its mimicry of women’s struggle for equality.  As one man emphasized in a letter printed in Musclemag International, “Anja Langer [a prominent female bodybuilder], and others like her have, by what they accomplish, done more for women’s equality than any outraged feminist on a talk show”(Hale, 140).  Although I do believe that there is a time and a place for talk, and while the acceptance of women’s physical strength as a natural female attribute may not be the answer to gender inequality, it is a crucial step.  The notion that women are the weaker sex is a tool fabricated by a patriarchal system.  It is used only to keep women dependent upon men.  By promoting muscular women in a positive manner, perhaps the shame that surrounds female strength and muscularity will end; and for the first time women will be respected, not only for intellectual, spiritual, and emotional strength, but for physical strength as well.
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� Although powerlifters, pound-for-pound, do tend to be stronger than bodybuilders, the muscular development of bodybuilders is generally more apparent.  As a result, the female bodybuilder is generally a more common target of discrimination and harassment.


� Before this question is even considered, we must first address the issue of whether or not women do, in fact, lack the physical strength of men.


� Although social reasons are also used to explain women’s exclusion from military combat, the notion that men are physically superior remains a major issue.


� Further exaggerating this situation is the fact that because women learn that men are physically superior, many are afraid, or do not know how to defend themselves against an attacker regardless of their actual strength.


� See “Locating the Analysis” for discussion concerning the impact of race, calss, and culture on women’s opportunity to develop physical strength.  


� More recently, Tamara Rainwater-Grimwood became the first recorded woman to bench press over 400 pounds.  On May 29, 1994 Rainwater-Grimwood benched 402 pounds at a height of 5’6” and weighing 181 pounds!  (Nafpliotis, 54).


� Although not indicated by the author, it is a definite possibility that even this strength differential is based on total weight lifted and that when taken in proportion to height, weight, and bone structure, the strongest women are, in fact as strong as the strongest men.


� The use of the word “cuts” in bodybuilding refers to muscle definition and separation.


� Because so much has already been written on women, body image, and eating disorders, and because it in itself requires a separate paper, I will not go into this topic except to say that, when a woman is dieting and putting all of her efforts into losing weight, she cannot even begin to develop her potential for strength.  The term “dieting” is simply a euphemism for “starving.”  And when a person is starving, as are the majority of women in this country, we cannot expect to see the same level of athletic performance as achieved by nourished individuals.


� For this same reason, women competitors today are still not required to do the rear lat spread that is required of male competitors as part of their compulsory posing round.


� Later changed to Ms.


� The first, and still most recognized, professional women’s bodybuilding contest.


� Although the judging in this contest did favor the more muscular women, limits were set.  Bev Francis won the first two rounds (symmetry and muscularity) by four points.  And until this time no bodybuilder, female or male, had ever lost as a result of the third round.  By the end of the first two rounds, the judges decisions are generally set.  Round three, which constitutes the evening show is held primarily for entertainment, a time for contestants to show off their physiques in a posing routine.  Nevertheless, despite her four point lead coming into round three, Francis placed second overall.  Immediately following this contest, the judges changed competition rules to favor a more “feminine look,” and penalize extreme muscularity.  


� Not surprisingly, the similarly dramatic increase in muscularity seen in male bodybuilders over the past fifteen years is rarely discussed as a detrimental consequence of drug abuse that must be stopped.


� Wally Boyko is actually the founder of the fitness competition.  Boyko holds over twenty fitness shows each year, including the Ms. Fitness and Ms. Fitness USA (Georges, “Fitness,” 166).


� These types of steroids are used primarily by young gymnasts to prevent the onset of puberty and its accompanying growth spurt, which is believed by many to be detrimental to gymnastic performance.


� The competitors in fitness competitions are not tested for drug use.


� According to one study done in Van Nuys, California, by cancer specialist, Melvin Silverstein, MD, mammography failed to detect breast cancers 40 percent of the time in women with breast implants as opposed to only 29 percent of the time in women without implants (SCWHC, 62).


� Despite the fact that the steroids in oral contraceptives have many of the same side effects and contraindications as anabolic steroids, few people object to women using these hormones as a form of birth control.  The use of oral contraceptives ensures that women remain the object of men’s sexuality, sparing men concern over the consequences of their sexual pleasure.  On the other hand, when a woman uses similar hormones to increase her strength and muscularity, and assert her independence from men, she is suddenly a target of discrimination and is literally made into a criminal.


� The term “female friendly” indicates that the steroid  has few androgenic effects.  This means that the drug rarely produces male characteristics, such as male-pattern hairgrowth/baldness, thickened vocal chords, and clitoral enlargement, which are commonly seen in women using highly androgenic steroids.


� Because these drugs are still available in most parts of Europe, most European women competitors are rarely disfigured facially (Douglas, 153).


� The term “ripped” is used to describe someone whose muscles are clearly defined.  This is indicative of a very low percentage of bodyfat, in addition to a lack of water retention which would also obscure muscle definition.


� An important part of contest preparation includes following a strict, high-calorie, low-fat diet.  The reason for this is to maximize muscle growth, while reducing bodyfat and water retention so that the individual muscles are visible under the skin.


� There are two professional bodybuilding associations, the International Federation of Bodybuilding (IFBB) and the National Physique Committee (NPC).


� The current Mr. Olympia, Dorian Yates, weighs between 265 and 300 pounds, at a height of 5’10 ½.” 


� The answer to this question lies in the body of the woman runner.  Although not stereotypically feminine, her underdeveloped, skinny body does not threaten traditional gender roles.  Her forte is not one of opposition.  Rather her strength lies in her ability to play a strong defense and run from her perpetrator.  Although this may discourage her attacker, this does not threaten him.  In contrast, the muscular woman poses a direct threat to her oppressor.  She is able to take him on face-to-face, as her power is in her sheer physical strength.


� While this has been true of the majority of professional competitions held in the past year, this trend still continues to waver.  At the recent 1994 Ms. Olympia competition Lenda Murray and Laura Creavalle were nearly tied for first place.  And while both women were extremely muscular, the judges gave “a higher score to the thinner, softer incumbent [Lenda Murray] rather than the ripped, muscular Creavalle” (Henry, “Opinion,” 137).


� Despite the fact that the 1994 Mr. Olympia competition was held in conjunction with the Ms. Olympia, Lenda Murray only received $35,000 for her first place win.  This is in comparison to $100,000 that was awarded to Mr. Olympia, Dorian Yates.





