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ABSTRACT

Female athletes participating in non-traditional ("masculine”)
sports often find that society’s expectations of what is or is not
“feminine” pose conflicts and raise gender-typed issues regarding their
sport participation. Moreover, the very nature of questioning an
athlete’s choice of sport participation reflects perceptions and/or fears of
homosexuality. Therefore. the purpose of this study was to provide a
description of the sport participation experiences of women as they relate
to: (a) the participants’ perceptions of societal expectations of women
and their influences; (b) the participants’ definitions of “femininity.”
"masculinity.” and “homophobia™ and (c) to understand the ways in
which both personal definitions of these terms along with perceptions of
society’'s definitions have affected their sport experiences.

This study used the qualitative methodology of the dialogic
interview from a feminist perspective analvzed within an interpretist
framework. Six Caucasian female athletes ranging in age from mid-
twenties to late sixties were interviewed. Interviews lasted between one
and two hours. Participants participated in a variety of sports within
both organized school and community leagues and recreation and
physical education settings. Differences in opportunities regarding
sports played and competitive levels reflected the diversity in ages and
accompanying historical context within which the participants’
perceived experiences existed.

A thematic analysis of the data produced themes in the categories
of: (a) “family matters” discussed as the crucial role that the women's

families played in the participants’ involvement in sport regarding both



support and concerns: (b) “participatory restrictions” that reflect
inaccessibility to a particular sport or competitive level as participant: (c)
discrimination and/or marginalization reflecting “inequities” within
participants’ experiences:; (d) participant views and personal definitions
of "femininity” describing attempts to harmonize personal definitions
with societal expectations: (e) understanding of the term “homophobia”
and reflections of one’s own perceptions of it as well as those of family.
fans. administration and fellow athletes: and (f) participant “deter-
mination” that prevailed within their experiences. Each theme was
discussed separately. Differences between participants were also noted
regarding the extent to which various themes did or did not affect their
participatory experiences as well as the unique and individual

approaches each used to contend with them.
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Chapter I
INTRODUCTION

Introduction

It’s like they're sayving “Look pretty and act feminine, and I'll
give you a chance to play.”

Donna Lopiano (Sherrington. 1996. p.23B)

[ would notice people who looked at me. At my height. when
vou are a woman. you're tall and you have large muscles.
people think vou are a transvestite. There are many times
people would ask me that.

“Karen™ (Kwiatkowski.1995. p. 40)

Some people even questioned her being. vou know. she
looked - she wore her hair a little short and she was so
strong and did all these things - and they would say well she
never lost her tomboyvishness.

Betty Jameson speaking about Babe Didrikson
(Cayleff. 1995. p. 90)

The women only play about 25 percent as good as the men.
Their best player couldn’t even beat an old man like me.

Bobby Riggs (Axthelm. 1973. p. 77)

The above quotations illustrate some of the issues women athletes
face as they pursue their right to participate in sport despite the
prevailing controversy that continues to cloud their experiences. The
first emphasizes the overriding importance that a woman athlete always
maintain her “femininity.” The second underscores the fear that
women's sport participation will result in the development of
unfeminine-like musculature making them “masculine” or. worse yet.

as implied in the third quotation. “her being, vou know™ perhaps a
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lesbian. Within this demand that women athletes maintain their
femininity. don't become “mannish” and provide unquestionable evidence
of their heterosexuality comes the challenge to play their selected sports
"as well as a man” (Kane & Snyder. 1989: MacKinnon. 1987: Theberge.
1985: Willis. 1982) The latter challenge stands as the ultimate
compliment paid to a competent female athlete. These issues. embedded
in the previous quotations. reflect the controversial nature of women's
experiences in sport that have dominated the analysis of their
participation throughout history. They also portray the prevalent issues
within women's sport that this study seeks to address: namely.
“femininity.” “masculinity.” and “homonegativism” (see Definition of
Terms). To better understand how these issues emerged in women's
sport. a historical context provides some clues.

Early in the nineteenth century women were discouraged from
participation because science and medicine suggested that it would
jeopardize their reproductive health. Moreover. it was believed that
physiological functions related to the reproductive system. such as
menstruation. mood swings. and pregnancy. hampered a woman's ability
to engage in sport (Costa & Guthrie,1994: Davenport.1980:
Hargreaves.1985: Lenskyj.1986. Mangan & Park.1987: Metheny, 1965:
Smith-Rosenberg.1986: Vertinskyv.1987,1994). Especially by the time of
the freedom of the “flapper” of the 1920’s and carrying into the post-war
50’'s the focus changed to public concern over the “masculinizing effects”
of sports participation. School administrators. parents. and the media
protested that a female's participation in strenuous physical activity
would result in “mannish” physical characteristics that would alienate

her from men. dating. and. most importantly. a marriage proposal (Cahn.
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1994: Costa & Guthrie. 1994; Del Rey. 1978: Festle. 1996: Mangan &
Park.1987: Mrozek, 1987; Stanley. 1996: Willis. 1982).

However, by the beginning of the 1970's. some breaks were
appearing in attitudes toward and laws concerning women and sport.
Title IX of the Education Amendments Act (PL 92-318) of 1972 was
passed by Congress on June 23, 1972. Because nearly 10.000 public
responses were received by the Department of Health. Education and
Welfare (DHEW) in reference to proposed regulations regarding Title IX's
prohibition of sex discrimination. DHEW proposed substantive changes
and President Ford approved the regulations. The final regulations
implementing Title IX were published on June 4. 1975 and appear in the
Federal Register. Vol. 40. No. 108. Section 86.41 covers guidelines
pertaining specifically to athletics and the “General” Section (a) states:

No person shall. on the basis of sex. be excluded from participation
in. be denied the benefits of. be treated differently from another
person or otherwise be discriminated against in any inter-
scholastic. intercollegiate. club or intramural athletics offered by
recipient. and no recipient shall provide any such athletics
separately on such basis. (p. A-10)

Despite this call for an end to discriminatory practices in women's sport.
the law’'s actual implementation progressed slowlv and met with stiff
resistance (Cahn. 1994: Chandler & Kelly. 1997: Lenskyvj. 1990: McKay,
1997: Naughton. 1997: Roach. 1995: Sabo. 1994. 1998: Sage. 1987:
Staurowsky. 1996. 1998). As the 1970's through the 1990's ushered in
decades of increasing opportunities for women to express themselves in
the career market with an expanding consciousness of women's
capabilities. women’'s sport subsequent to Title IX continued to
experience slow progress. Indeed. few aspects of womanhood have been

more heatedly contested than that of the athletic woman.
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Numerous researchers. primarily sport sociologists. have offered
suggestions as to why Western society resists the notion of the athletic
woman (Birrell. 1988: Boutilier & San Giovanni., 1983: Cahn. 1994:
Costa & Guthrie.1994: Felshin. 1973: Festle. 1996; Gill. 1994: Hall,
1996: Hargreaves. 1982: Harris. 1980: Kane & Snyder. 1989: Lenskyj.
1990: Nelson. 1991: Oglesby. 1983. 1990: Willis. 1982). These scholars
offer theories that range from Western society’'s belief that prized
characteristics of athleticism such as aggression and competitiveness
meet the expectations of “masculine” gender constructs. thus positioning
sports as a masculine domain. to the extreme notion that any woman
wanting to play a traditional "male” sport such as basketball. rugby. or
baseball must "want to be a man.” This questionable perception by
society is sometimes further interpreted to mean that the female athlete
also wants to exhibit the behaviors of men. which includes sexual
behaviors: hence. she must be a lesbian. Whatever the reason behind
the resistance. there is no questioning that the athletic woman is an
enigma who challenges traditional concepts of “feminine” as constructed
by our society. Because of this. women who choose to participate in
sports. particularly in those traditionally created “for and by men."” find
themselves facing unique and complicated issues of self-doubt and
identity crises not experienced by male participants. (It should be noted.
however, that men who choose to compete in the more aesthetic or
“feminine” sports. such as figure skating and dance. face similar
dilemmas.)

The experiences of women become magnified as they endure the
additional pressures of athletic participation within a patriarchal (see

Definition of Terms) society that considers many characteristics required
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of all sport participation. such as competitiveness and discipline, to be
masculine traits (Connell, 1987; Halbert. 1997: Nelson. 1991: Postow,
1988: Pronger. 1990: Wrisberg, 1996). The accomplishments of women in
sport are also exacerbated by administrative and media control that
dictates the economic distribution of resources as well as the quality and
quantity of representation and exposure women receive in print. film and
advertising (Boutilier & SanGiovanni. 1983: Cole & Hribar. 1995:
Creedon. 1994: Daddario. 1994; Davis, 1997; Duncan. 1990: Duncan &
Hasbrook. 1988: Duncan. Messner. Williams. & Jensen.1990. Duquin.
1989: Guttman. 1996: Higgs & Weiller. 1994 Hilliard. 1984: Holmlund.
1989: Kane. 1989: Kane & Greendorfer. 1994: McKay. 1997: Shifflett &
Revelle. 1994: Women's Sports Foundation [WSF], 1995). The relative
scarcity of mentors and role models as a result of too few female coaches
and "marketable” female athletes further impairs the advance of women
in sport. Finally. additional pressures posed bv the fear of recrimination
and discrimination engendered by a homonegative society lead many
female athletes to adopt a heterosexv (see Definition of Terms) image.
apologize for success and closet “inappropriate” behavior regardless of
their actual sexual orientation.

It is within the context of these unique pressures that women are
expected to find their place in sport. Society imposes standards upon
the female athlete that require her to excel by honing masculine traits:
hence. “play as well as a man” or "don’'t throw. run. jump like a girl”
(Nelson. 1994: Young. 1980) but still find a way to satisfv culture's
comfort level of femininity through heterosexist displays of marriage and

family. dress. aesthetics and grace.






