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L 'auteure annonce que I'auto-surueil- 
lance des femmes sur leur corps est 
insidieuse. Les mkdias qui enhssent The tremendous 
presqu'exclusivement le mod2le hktho- amounts o f  
sermelet celui de la f m m e  fh in ine  chez 
la f m m e  athktepeuvent affecter saper- 

strength and 
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soi chez h femmes athktes. recognized wi th in 

the context o f  
The body/self relationship of the 
woman athlete is an important site 
for the development of an under- 
standing of the connection that 
women athletes have with and to 
their bodies on and off the playing 
field. One dimension of this rela- 
tionship connects to the socially con- 
structed notions of femininity, com- 
pulsory heterosexy display, and the 
perpetual self-surveillance to which 
many young women subject them- 
selves. This paper focuses on one 
aspect ofwomen athletes: femininity 
and the presentation of self through 
bodily adornment. 

In her essay Foucault, Femininity 
and the Modernization ofPatriarchal 
Power, Bartky enumerates three cat- 
egories of appearance and display 
that define abody as feminine: "those 
that aim to produce a body of a 
certain size and general configura- 
tion; those that bring forth from this 
body aspecific repertoire of gestures, 
postures, and movements; and those 
that are directed toward the display 
of this body as an ornamental sur- 
face" (64). This paper will present 
work from astudy related, primarily, 
to Bartky's third point-display of 
the body as an ornamental surface. 
My interest, in this study, is in the 
motivation and extent of body deco- 
ration of university aged women ath- 

grace, flexibility, 
and the aesthetics 

o f  the sports 
themselves. 

letes with respect to tattoos, body 
piercings, andlor other visible or hid- 
den body adornments. 

The body as a canvass 

A woman's use of her body as a 
canvass upon which to create a pub- 
lic andlor private display is a practice 
that has existed for centuries. 
Whether to attract males, to broad- 
cast power or difference relative to 
other females, or to simply please 
herself, cosmetic practice has taken 
many forms and has been carried to 
myriad extremes by women in most 
cultures. Contemporary Western so- 
cieties are seeing certain, most com- 
monly, young women (and men) 
tattoo, pierce, dye, cut, burn, brand, 
and surgically alter their skin and 
other body parts. 

It is somewhat doubtful that the 
extremes of body manipulation will 
ever be seen among most contempo- 
rary women athletes. Athletes, tradi- 
tionally, have a tendency to be more 

conservative than their peers. Bartky's 
first and second points might also 
provide insight into the reluctance of 
women athletes to engage in certain 
presentation practices. This is out- 
side the scope of this particular pa- 
per. However, investigation into the 
extent of body decoration and the 
reasons for it ought to shed interest- 
ing light on an on-going struggle 
between women athletes and social 
standards of femininity. 

The changing rules of femininity 

Contemporary social constructions 
of femininity are changing to in- 
clude a body that is stronger, more 
toned, and fit through physical ac- 
tivity. Throughout the twentieth 
century, female athlecticism and 
feminity have been at odds, so this 
change might be perceived as a step 
in the right direction for the inclu- 
sion ofwomen athletes into the realm 
of the feminine. However, even the 
new ideal female body image (read: 
feminine woman) is smaller and thin- 
ner than most women athletes, not 
to mention most human females at 
all. Gymnasts and figure skaters may 
still fit into this picture of feminine, 
but these culturally normative sports 
for girls (more so than women) are 
acceptable activities for females partly 
because of the visual perception of 
feminine signifiers, including the 
body. The tremendous amounts of 
strength and power within these bod- 
ies is not recognized within the con- 
text of gate, flexibility, and the aes- 
thetics of the sports themselves and 
the females bodies that are successful 
in them. 

Women in North American soci- 
ety are obsessed with their bodies 

64 CANADIAN WOMAN STUDIESILES CAHIERS DE LA FEMME 



hem You S e e  One? 

and body images. How girls and 
women learn femininity is insidious. 
The struggle for the acceptance of 
girls' and women's involvement in 
sport and physical activity might be 
nearly over. However, the ideal of 
the feminine woman and the visual 
image of the female athlete are still 
not congruent in our culture. 

Our embodied selves: Theoreti- 
cal foundations 

Turner focuses on the relative invis- 
ibility ofbodies in sociological theory 
as an "analytical gap" (30). As hu- 
mans, we are embodied. We cannot 
go anywhere or do anything without 
paying concerns to our corporeal self. 
Particularly, in the study of physical 
activity the embodiment of the sub- 
ject is central to any analysis. T o  
overlook the body and any social 
construction of its values and restric- 
tions is to lose the meaning at the 
core of one's analysis (Theberge). 
When sport is labelled a male do- 
main, it is not necessarily the male 
body, but the construction of mas- 
culinity and culture, that is the locus 
of any analysis. But when woman is 
the subject, the body becomes, not 
only object, but central to the most ~. 

basic analysis. 
Bordo, in expressing a post-struc- 

turalist view, describes the body as a 
medium oftext or culture. The body, 
quite literally, embodies the rules 
and constraints of culture and the 
construction of gender. This con- 
struction of woman-gender is most 
clearly represented in rules of femi- 
ninity. From both historical andcon- 
temporary philosophical positions 
"...body-morphology has provided a 
blueprint for diagnosis andlor vision 

Feminist analysis 
of gender and 

power relations 
between the sexes 

contend that 
discourses of  the 

female body 
are primarily 

expressions of male 
interests and 

male concerns. 

of social and political life" (Bordo 
13). Women's involvement in sport 
has been built from this blueprint, 
especially in the twentieth century 
and with increasing compulsion as 
we begin the new millennium. 

Societal beliefs both constrain and 
dictate how the body is seen and 
valued. Culture acts to construct the 
uses of the body regardless of genet- 
ics and physiology. Although females 
are as biologically capable of sport 
participation as males, the cultural 
meaning of woman removes most 
(apparent) athletic competence from 
the narrow range of characteristics 
that are approved as feminine. It will 
be discussed later that this, itself, lays 
a foundation for struggle between 
the physical appearance requirements 
for the feminine=woman and the 
appearancelperformance nature of 
physical activities and sports for 
women. 

Feminist analyses of gender and 
power relations between the sexes 
contend that discourses of the female 

body are primarily expressions of 
male interests and male concerns. 
"The hegemonic success of these dis- 
courses means that phallocentric and 
patriarchal meanings threaten to pre- 
empt all other, more positive read- 
ings ofwomen's bodies" (Miller and 
Penz 148). The physical appearance 
ofwomen's bodies is the most visible 
and recognizable factor of compli- 
ance with the rules of femininity. 
The expression of physical compe- 
tence through most sports is a quick 
indicator of non-compliance with 
the rules of femininity. Thus, posi- 
tive readings of women's bodies, 
therefore, women, are difficult to 
find within the contextual medium 
of sport. 

Femininity 

Femininity and masculinity are not 
mutually exclusive constructs, al- 
though their signifiers are. T o  be 
'jceminine" is also to be "not mascu- 
line." One has little freedom to choose 
those characteristics that best reflect 
who one is or wants to be as a person. 
The embedded meaning ofwhat it is 
to be feminine is immediately chal- 
lenged by women who wish to par- 
ticipate in sports-activities that are 
measured, and most highly valued, 
in terms of physical competence, 
strength, power, and aggression. 
These signifiers are masculine and, - 
defacto, cannot fall within the con- 
struction offemininity-even as this 
construct has changed to accept a 
physically fit and toned body. 

"The production of bodies is a 
means to constitution of social be- 
ings and social relations" (Theberge 

126). The relations between the 
sexes are not based on sexual (bio- 
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logical) difference, but on the power 
imbalances imposed through thecon- 
struction ofwomen and men through 
femininity and masculinity. In a cri- 
tique of Foucault and his analysis of 
power and the body, Bartky writes: 

Foucault . . . is blind to those 
disciplines that produce a mo- 
dality of embodiment that is 
particularly feminine. T o  over- 
lookthe forms ofsubjection that 
engender the feminine body is 
to perpetuate the silence and 
powerlessness of those upon 
whom the disciplines have been 
imposed. (64) 

The embodiment of femininity 
must be analyzed from a broader 
perspective than that of patriarchal 
power over women. Bordo argues 
that "the network of practices, insti- 
tutions, and technologies that sus- 
tain positions ofdominance and sub- 
ordination within a particular do- 
main" (1 5) must be considered. 

Us and them and how we know 

"Scientific" studies offemininity and 
masculinity began with the work of 
Terman and Miles in 1936 
(Helgeson). The first four decades of 
this research was primarily concerned 
with the interests of female and male 
persons, thus automatically linking 
socially constructed aspects of per- 
sonality with a particular sex. Items 
that indicated interest that appar- 
ently revealed differences between 
genders were labelled feminine and 
masculine regardless of the context 
or the construct. Beginning in the 
1970s, with the work of Bem, the 
desirability ofcharacteristics ascribed 
to women and men was added to the 
work (Helgeson). The research con- 
tinued to be problematic as sex and 
gender were invariably linked by the 
test subjects and, often, not control- 
led for by the researchers. 

In a 1994 study by Helgeson, sub- 
jects were asked to self-identify pro- 
totypical features of a feminine fe- 
male, a feminine male, a masculine 

female and a masculine male. The 
characteristics in all categories broke 
down into appearance, interests, and 
personality. 

Eight of the twenty-three factors 
identified for the feminine female 
relate to appearance, where only three 
of twenty-one factors for the femi- 
nine male are related to appearance. 

athletes. However, the single-most 
defining feature of the masculine 
female, in Helgeson's study, was 
"likes sports." This sets a very shaky 
foundation for women athletes who, 
by the definition set here, are mascu- 
line females, whose overall evalua- 
tion is based more on appearance 
than any other factor. 

Gymnasts, figure 
skaters, divers, 
dancers, and 
synchronized 

swimmers, in order 
to be successful, 
require a body 

type that is small, 
flexible, graceful 
and "feminine" 

looking. 

Some of the appearance factors that 
were identified for the feminine fe- 
male are: long hair, attractive, well - 
done make up, andsmall (Helgeson). 
The embodiment of the feminine 
female plays a major role in her con- 
struction. 

Relative to masculine features- 
seven appearance factors for the mas- 
culine male are identified. This 
equates to the amount for the femi- 
nine female. The masculine female, 
however, has ten of twenty-one de- 
fining factors that relate to appear- 
ance; the most for any group 
(Helgeson). Except possibly for a 
few very emancipated women, most 
females would see almost all of these 
appearance factors as negative. Ap- 
pearance factors for the masculine 
female included: muscular (this was 
the most frequently indicated ap- 
pearance characteristic), short hair, 
no make-up, big, tall, and ugly. The 
appearance factors listed for the mas- 
culine female are not, in themselves, 
any categorization relative to women 

Women athletes and femininity 
signifiers 

Bartky identifies three categories that 
represent and are recognizable as 
feminine. They all relate to the body 
as opposed to any other factor of 
woman that might be identifiable as 
feminine. The categories present a 
particular dilemma to the female ath- 
lete and indicate how the organisa- 
tion ofsport can function as an agent 
to perpetuate the rigid range ofcom- 
pulsory femininity. Female athletes, 
of certain body types, who partici- 
pate in certain activities, can be slot- 
ted into Bartky's categories quite eas- 
ily. It is those who cannot who face 
challenges to their femininity, their 
womanness, their sexuality, their 
value as persons as either perceived 
by self or others. This paper deals 
primarily with Bartky's third point, 
but to illustrate the barriers faced by 
many women athletes the following 
brief explanations of Bartky's first 
two points are offered here. 

Production of a body of a certain 
size and general configuration 

Sports and physical activities that 
have generally been regarded as gen- 
der appropriate for females fit easily 
into this category. Gymnasts, figure 
skaters, divers, dancers, synchronized 
swimmers, aerobics participants, and 
cheerleaders, in order to be success- 
ful, require a body type that is small, 
flexible, graceful and "feminine" 
looking. The larger the female ath- 
lete gets and the more apparent the 
strength she displays, the less femi- 
nine she may be considered to be. 
Obviously, the woman body builder, 
weight lifter, or thrower rejects the 
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notion of traditional female soma as 
representative of her femininity, 
whether or not this is a conscious 
rebellion. Although the size and shape 
of her body are part of her natural 
physiologyor structuralcapacity, and 
that this might directly contribute to 
her choice ofsport or level ofsuccess, 
these factors may never be consid- 
ered when her femininity is assessed 
bv others. 

be agender-incongruent roleand the 
female athlete is also considered to 
be masculine, then the physical ap- 
pearance of the female athlete be- 
comes central to the evaluations made 
of her. In an attempt to overcome 
any question of femininity in the 
female athlete, numerous outward 

tor sports in North America is figure 
skating. Figure skating costumes 
(note that the athletic wear of these 
athletes-male and female-is not 
referred to as "uniforms" but the 
more theatrical term costumes) are 
often long and flowing or short and 
revealing, and invariably, are skirted. 
Many sport flesh-coloured inserts 
down the front, back, andlor midriff 
of the costume to imitate low-cut 
revealing dress. Carefully attended 

Repertoire of gestures, postures The tremendous to hair, make-up, and jewellery be- 
and movements exertion seen on  come a standard part of the compe- 

- - 

t he  body and in the  tition uniform of the figure skater as 
Despite the increasing numbers of well as the synchronized swimmer 
girls and women participating in face of female whose athletic performances are car- 
physical activities and the " standard Shot put ter  or stra i n ried out underwater! 
challenging performances of elite Make-up, long and somewhat in- 
women athletes, sport continues to and sweat of a convenient hair-dos or hair ribbons 
be, culturally, a male domain. Al- women triathlete and jewellery are not usually men- 
though there are sporting activities would  no t  be tioned when one lists the equipment 
that are deemed gender appropriate necessary for participation in sport. 
for females, these tend to be less high classified as Many women athletes, however, can 
profile, less valued than most men's 
sports, regardless of the power, 
strength, or speed necessary for high 
performance success. 

One  might be hard pressed to de- 
fine many of the gestures and pos- 
tures that are common to the suc- 
cessful participation in sports as femi- 
nine. The tremendous exertion seen 
on the body and in the face of female 
shot putter or strain and sweat of a 
women triathlete would not be clas- 
sified as feminine by many observers. 
Neither would elbowing opponents 
in the key in basketball, a sliding 
tackle in soccer, being covered with 
mud and sweat in a three-day event 
in equestrian competition, or hang- 
ing off the side of a cliff be classified 
as feminine gestures. If the actions 
performed by women are not identi- 
fied as feminine, does it follow that 
the women who execute those ac- 
tions are not feminine either? The 
less feminine the actions, the less 
feminine and consequently more 
masculine, the performer must be. 

The display of the body as an 
ornamental surface 

If the female athlete is considered to 

feminine by 
many observers. 

signifiers ofwhat is considered femi- 
nine often adorn the athlete, even 
when such displays might be incon- 
venient or even dangerous to the 
competitor. Flo-Jo (FlorenceGrifith 
Joyner) might well be more remem- 
bered for her flamboyant uniforms, 
long and decorated fingernails, flow- 
ing hair, and jewellery than for her 
world-record-setting performances in 
track and field competition in the 
Olympic Games. Her powerfully 
muscled body was a clashing con- 
trast to the ornamentation with which 
she was adorned. 

The premier issue of Sports Illtls- 
trated for Women displayed a very 
pregnant Sheryl Swoopes spinning a 
basketball on her finger. This photo 
is an interestingcontrast ofthe highly 
successful woman basketball player- 
tall, strong, highly skilled, and apreg- 
nant woman-obvious " proof' of 
the femininity of the subject even 
though she was dressed in a basket- 
ball uniform. 

One of the fastest growing specta- 

be seen using such femininity mark- 
ers in competitive situations. The 
contrast between the feminine trap- 
pings and the supposedly masculine 
somatotype of the female athlete re- 
flects the desirelneed of some com- 
petitors to visually attach feminine 
signifiers to their sport and to them- 
selves. 

Holes and hardware 

Although contemporary ideals of 
femininity are closely monitored and 
for the most part accepted by many 
young women today, they are also 
adding their own twists and markers 
of individuality to their presenta- 
tions of self. Of course, as has been 
the case for a number of generations 
now, the attention to individuality 
translates into everyone looking the 
same as everyone else in their in- 
group! 

Contemporary markers of young 
womens'self-expression, and presum- 
ably one's presentation ofselfas femi- 
nine, include hair dying in non-natu- 
rally occurring hair colours, tattoos 
and body piercing (beyond the stand- 
ard and nearly universal pierced ear 
lobes). Although young males are 
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also engaging in these forms of body 

decoration, they do not appear to be 
a reduction of one's femininity-as 
long as these body decorations are 
within accepted standards of the lo- 
cal youth community. 

As stated previously, women ath- 
letes tend to be more conservative 
than their contemporaries. This stems 
from both the traditional sport model 
which promotes team cohesion and 
loyalty over individuality, and pres- 
entation modes which attempt to 
display feminine deportment within 
a traditionally masculine realm. What 
are the feelings and practices of uni- 
versity aged women athletes relative 
to themselves as athletes, as femi- 
ninelnon-feminine females, and the 
contemporary use of the female ath- 
lete's body as a canvass through which 
she contributes to her presentation 
of self as womanlathlete? 

Methodology 

In an attempt to ascertain the prac- 
tices of body piercing and tattooing 
among university aged women ath- 
letes, open ended interviews were 
conducted with university aged 
women who had both body piercings 
(other than or in addition to ear 
piercing) and at least one tattoo. The 
subjects were between the ages of 19 
and 22. The confidential interviews 
all took place with undergraduate 
students from a small rurallurban 
center. 

The purpose of the interviews was 
to gather preliminary data and to 
develop further the interview instru- 
ment. Interviews lasted from 35 to 
40 minutes. Questions were asked to 
ascertain the amount and type of . . 

body decoration, the stimulus and 
~ersonal meaning for the activity, 
reactions and self-satisfaction with 
the adornments, participants' per- 
sonal meanings of femininity, and 
any continuing involvement with 
body decoration. 

Based on the results ofthe prelimi- 
nary interviews a paper and pencil 
survey was constructed. The sixty- 
two item questionnaire was designed 

to obtain data related to age, ethnic 

background, year in university, pri- 
mary sport participation, hair style, 
and whether or not the athletes had 
any body piercing or tattoos. There 
was also a space for participants to 
enter any written comments or fur- 
ther information that they chose to 
disclose. The survey was adminis- 
tered to 250 women athletes in twelve 
Canadian universities located in 
small, medium, and large centers in 
Western and central Canada and in 
the Maritimes. The raw data was 
analyzed using an SPSS program. 

Results 

The subjects who completed the sur- 
vey were all actively participating on 
one of forty-four university spon- 
sored sports. Most subjects were of 
typical university age (1 9-23 years 
ofage) with 87 percent ofall subjects 
born between 1978 and 1982. There 
was fairly equal distribution among 
subjects relative to their year in uni- 
versity with years one to four each 
containing approximately 20 per cent 
of all subjects in this age group. Fifth 
year subjects comprised just under 
ten per cent. It ought to be noted 
that athletes participating in C.I.S. 
(Canadian Interuniversity Sport) 
sanctioned sports are permitted to 
compete for five years in their uni- 
versity careers. Although subjects re- 
ported participation in forty-four 
different sports, the majority (78 per 
cent) competed in normative Cana- 
dian university sponsored sports (Bas- 
ketball: 20.8 per cent; Field Hockey: 
15.5 per cent; Ice Hockey: 9.3 per 
cent; Rugby: 8.4 per cent; Swim- 
ming: 15 per cent; and Volleyball: 
8.8 per cent). 

Self-reporting indicated that the 
group was overwhelmingly Cauca- 
sian (9 1.2 per cent) and heterosexual 
(95 per cent). This group was also 
primarily able-bodied although data 
on this factor was not collected. 

Hair Style: Because long hair has 
been identified as a feminine female 
signifier and short hair has been re- 
ported as a masculine female signifier, 

hair length of the subjects was re- 

quested. Only 14.9 per cent of all 
respondents reported having short 
hair (shaved heads to hair above the 
ears was the range in these catego- 
ries). The majority (85.1 per cent) of 
the respondents keep their hair long 
enough to put into a ponytail. There 
were no significant differences among 
the ages of the athletes or their sports 
relative to length of hair. 

Piercing: The survey contained 
twenty-six questions related to body 
piercing including one question 
which contained six graphics ofbody 
parts (face, tongue, left ear, right ear, 
front ofbody and backofbody) onto 
which subjects drew the approxi- 
mate location(s) of all piercings. 

The results of this part of the sur- 
vey indicate that 88.8 per cent of the 
respondents had some sort of pierc- 
ing. This number includes ear 
piercings. Ten percent ofthe athletes 
indicated that they had no piercings 
at all. The shortfall from 100 per 
cent is made up from subjects not 
responding to these questions. 

Of the athletes who reported hav- 
ing piercings, 99.5 per cent indi- 
cated that they had their earlobes 
pierced. All of the subjects, except 
one, indicated that their first pierc- 
ing was the ears. The age of a acquir- 
ing their first piercing ranged from 
one week to 22 years old. The one 
subject, whose first piercing was not 
her ear lobes, had a navel piercing at 
the age of 15 years. 

One half (50.6 per cent) of the 
athletes who reported any piercings, 
indicated that they had one or more 
piercings done following the initial 
one. Ninety-one subjects (37.8 per 
cent of all athletes) had another ear 
piercing and thirty-one subjects (1 2.9 
per cent of all athletes) had a navel 
piercing. Fifty-four athletes (22 per 
cent) reported having three or more 
piercings. The majority ofthese were 
navel piercings, but tongue, nipple, 
eyebrow, nostril, and labia were also 
indicated as places of body piercings 
by some athletes. A number of sub- 
jects did indicate that although they 
had had a variety of piercings, in a 
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number of cases they re- that wearing school or 

ported no longer wear- mascot logos was al- 

ing any jewelry or hard- ways motivating for 
ware in those places. their team. 

Because the purpose 
of the study was to in- Discussion and 
vestigate body decora- Analysis 
tion and adornment as a 
practice of feminine dis- The purpose of this 
play, the survey queried study is to challenge 
the visibility of body the often stated believe 
piercing during compe- that women athletes, 
titions. Having jewellery particularly those in- 
or hardware visible in volved in culturally 
body piercings visible in normative activities for 
competition was re- males, are not and even 
portedasAlways by 39.4 cannot be feminine. If 
per cent, Never by 40.4 women athletes are 
per cent, and Sometimes seen to be participat- 
by 20.2 per cent of re- ing in masculine activ- 
spondents. There were ity, the importance of 
no significant differences feminine presentation 
among the ages of the by the female athlete is 
athletes or their sports often internalized as a 
relative to piercing. means of protecting 

Tattoos: The survey her reputation and fit- 
contained fourteen ques- ting into the mold of 
tions regarding the prac- the " normal" woman. 
tice of permanent tat- The data collected on 
tooing and seven further Phofo: MaMe Hie/ema women athletes for this 
questions regarding the study focused on body 
use of temporary tattoos. The prac- The survey also contained ques- piercing and tattooing as popular 
tice of tattooing the body was much tions on the visibility of tattoos dur- forms of bodily adornment. Both of 
less practiced among the subjects ingcompetition. Ofthesubjects that these decorative forms are popular 
than was piercing. The percentage of reported having a permanent tattoo, among the young women. As these 
athletes having at least one perma- 69.1 per cent indicated that their adornments, especially tattooing, are 
nent tattoo was 22 per cent and of tattoo(s) was never visible during traditionally seen to be masculine, 
these few subjects 59.8 per cent re- competition, 18.2 per cent indicated and in some cases reflective of devi- 
ported that they were not likely to that their tattoo(s) was always visible ant or antisocial status in the North 
get another one. in competition and 12.7 per cent American context, the adoption of 

The size and location of perma- reported that their tattoo(s) could be such masculine, deviant body adorn- 
nent tattoos was much more varied seen during competition sometimes. ment would seem to be antithetical 
than was piercing. Subjects reported There was a lot of variety in the to women athletes who consciously 
having tattoos on the top of their 
feet, ankles, calves, front of hips, 
buttocks, lower back, back of shoul- 
der, and breast. The most common 
locations were ankle (3.7 per cent) 
and the small of the back (7.5 per 
cent). Although there were no sig- 
nificant differences among athletes 
in the various sports relative to hav- 
ing a tattoo, swimmers, basketball 
and field hockey athletes had the 
greatest percentages of athletes re- 
porting tattoos. 

design choice of the permanent tat- 
toos with only about ten per cent 
coming from school or sport sym- 
bols. 

Whereas the visibility of perma- 
nent tattoos in competition was rela- 
tively low, 62.2 per cent of subjects 
reported that their team sometimes 
wore temporary tattoos in competi- 
tion. A further question regarding 
whether the wearing of temporary 
tattoos, as a team, was a strong team 
motivator, 37.8 per cent indicated 

or unconsciously fight the labels of 
masculine woman andlor lesbian due 
to their involvement in sport. 

For women athletes in North 
America, displays of femininity 
within the masculine realm of sport 
have been obvious for many decades. 
Long andlor athletically inconven- 
ient hairstyles, hair ribbons, jewel- 
lery, makeup, and long, painted fin- 
gernails have adorned the bodies of 
women athletes during practices and 
competitions and are an attempt to 
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display a level of femininity which 
has no contributory asset to their 
motor performance or athletic excel- 
lence. Such accoutrements can actu- 
ally be detrimental to the safety and 
performance of a woman athlete. 

Piercing 

Nearly 90 per cent ofthe subjects in 
this study indicated that they had at 
least one piercing. Of  this group 
99.5 per cent of these athletes had 
their ears pierced. The near universal 
practice of piercing the ear lobes 
caused the subjects to overlook this 
as piercing. Many respondents indi- 
cated that for cultural reasons their 
parents had pierced their ears while 
they were still infants. Although many 
of the subjects indicated that they 
got their ears pierced while they were 
teenagers and therefore had made a - 
conscious effort in getting pierced, 
many still did not recognize ear pierc- 
ing as a piercing practice. While tak- 
ing the Survey, many of the subjects 
asked whether or not ear piercing 
was to be included in their responses. 

Less than 38 per cent of the ath- 
letes who completed the study indi- 
cated that they had more than one 
piercing. The majority of these fur- 
ther piercings were located some- 
where on the ears. The next most 
popular location for body piercing 
was the navel. Obviously, this part of 
the body would not be publicly dis- 
played during most athletic compe- 
titions. 

In neither the open ended inter- 
views nor through comments writ- 
ten on the survey did subjects pro- 
vide any analysis regarding whether 
puttingholes in one's bodywas prob- 
lematic. With respect to the issue of 
femininity, one athlete wrote: 
"About piercing, I have my belly 
button pierced and I think it looks 
nice and makes me look more femi- 
nine, as well it improves the appear- 
ance of my stomach. I like jewellery 
a lot and piercings offer new ways of 
wearing it." This comment was writ- 
ten by a varsity level wrestler. Wres- 
tling is very much considered a mas- 

culine sport. The focus on feminine 
presentation by a woman wrestler is 
not surprising. 

The issue ofsafety and body pierc- 
ing was investigated in the survey. 
Most athletes who commented on 
this aspect of the survey indicated 
that they were aware of the potential 
for injury. However most of the ath- 
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letes did not remove their piercing 
jewellery or hardware during prac- 
tice or competitions unless they were 
required to. A number of athletes 
also commented that although they 
have had piercings done they no 
longer utilize them. A varsity rugby 
player wrote on her survey that "I 
have never been in a competitive 
situation with my belly button ring 
yet, and admit I am nervous about 
it." It would be interesting to follow- 
up on this athlete's future decision 
regarding wearing hardware during 
rugby matches. 

Tattooing 

Piercing and tattooing (in reality a 
form ofpiercing) have been found in 
nearly everyworld culture. Theword 
tattoo comes from the Tahitian word 
Ta-Tu or Tatau (DeMello). In all 
non-western cultures, tattoos are 
worn by both females and males and 
are signifiers of myriad social, famil- 
ial, andlor tribal statuses. 

The practice of tattooing as bodily 
decoration in the West has moved 
through strata of culture and gender 
beginning with military servicemen 
and carnival exhibitors. The practice 
was then adopted by working-class 
males, then marginalized goups such 
as bikers and convicts. In the late 
twentieth century, the practice was " 
sanitized" and seen to be acceptable 
and accepted by the middle-class, 
New Agers, and various sectors of 
individuals practicing cultural resist- 
ance (Mifflin; DeMello). 

In order to make the practice of 
wearing a tattoo redeeming to mem- 
bers of the middle class, the biker/ 
not biker stratification was adopted 
to justify the acceptability of this 
once " uncivilized" and " undesirable 
persons" practice. According to 
DeMello in her work Bodies of In- 
scription: A Cultural History of the 
Modern Tattoo Community, this 
"sanitizing" of tattooing practice in 
thelate twentiethcentury in the West 
is an aspect of "deterrotialization," 
meaning "a cultural practice is bor- 
rowed from its original context and 
is assigned, or recorded, with a new 
meaning. In this formulation, the 
cultural form is freed of its original 
meaning also while keeping the ex- 
ternal form basically the same" 
(DeMello 12). 

In the West, the tattoo is asignifier 
of difference. It, at the same mo- 
ment, attracts and repels the viewer 
within middle-class sensibilities. The 
tattoo has "obvious physicality," it is 
permanent, painful, masculine and 
somewhat sexual (DeMello 13). With 
the rise ofthird wave feminism in the 
1970s the only group ofwomen rec- 
ognized as tattoo-able-other than 
$lfriends of bikers-were lesbians. 
Tattoo artists were willing to "mark 
lesbians because there were no angry 
husbands to contend with and the 
women had already permanently re- 
linquished their femininity (DeMello 
61). So then, the question that goes 
begging is why, if women athletes 
still buy into any femininity apolo- 
getic, would their practice is of bod- 
ily decoration include an activity 
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defined as masculine and acceptable 
only for lesbians-the two labels the 
feminine apologetic is attempting to 
erase? 

The answer to this somewhat para- 
doxical situation can be found within 
the tattooing practices ofthe athletes 
themselves. Results of the survey in- 
dicated that tattoos are never visible 
in competition for nearly 70 per cent 
of those respondents who have tat- 
toos. In the words of the athletes 
themselves: 

Ispecifically got my tattoos in the 
places I did because I don t want 
anyone to see them. They 're mine, 
and if I want to let people see 
them, I will. 

I didn t want people to be like 
"oh, she has a tattoo, so she is 
dzfferentnorshe is a dzfferent kind 
ofperson. Yeah, Ididn t want it to 
be showing when I played. I just 
don t like the way it looks when 
you can see people ? tattoos when 
you 'replaying. 

When you 're playing basketball 
its [sic] different. More serious -- 
than like every day ... I don 't 
know ... just I don't know, when 
you 're out on the basketball court 
it? dzfferent. I do want to be 
perceived as not being serious or 
whatever on the court. I don't 
think on the basketball court is 
like aplace a wearerfor likeyour 
individuality to show in that 
way.. . your like appearance. 

I think it? probably less accept- 
able for athletes to get it done 
because we 're supposed to be al- 
ways setting examples for other 
peop Le. 

These final two comments likely 
reflect the conscious or unconscious 
feelings of many women athletes, 
and especially those who may be 
participating in sports that are cul- 
turally normative for males. 

An historical investigation ofpierc- 
ing and tattooing reveals that these 

practices have traditionally been 
practiced to provide a visual indica- 
tor ofstatus, membership in a group, 
or right of passage (Mifflin 1997). 
Comments supplied by a number of 
the athletes who filled out the survey 
indicated that this same purpose can 
be claimed by women athletes who 
have attained or who hope to attain 
some athletic goal or achievement. 

You should survey the (X/ Uni- 
versity rugby team because they 
all got tattoos after they won the 
[Nationall championships. 

In myfinalyear ofhigh school, the 
seniors ofthesoccer teamgot navel 
piercings together. This wasa team 
bonding experience. 

Iflevergeta tattoo, Iwouldwant 
it to have a deep meaning so that 
I would never question why Igot 
it. For example to symbolize a 
national championship. 

If we win nationals are team is 
thinking about getting a team 
tattoo. (In conversation this 
player told me that her coach 
said she would get everyone a 
tattoo if they won nationals.) 

We just won the national cham- 
pionships and I know a bunch of 
us want togeta tattoo to represent 
what we accomplished. 

We just won the nationals a 
few of the girls are getting [school 
athletic logo] tattooed on them 
and possibly piarcings. 

V I  make a national team-a leaf 
(maple) on top ofRfoot. VImake 
Olympics rings on back and base 
of spine. 

In these cases, the acquisition of 
the tattoo truly embodies one's 
dreams and aspirations. Marking the 
body literally marks affiliation with a 
group, commemoration of an im- 
portant goal, or it may represent an 
aspect of identity. With respect to 

the adornment of the female ath- 
lete's body for the purpose of adher- 
ing to compulsory femininity there 
are some indications that athletes do 
practice self surveillance in this re- 
gard. Whether or not women ath- 
letes choose to wear long hairstyles, 
have body piercings, or tattoos as 
signifiers ofa body in resistance to or 
compliance with cultural expecta- 
tions regarding the presentation of 
female bodies, these adornments, on 
the bodies of female athletes, can be 
seen as a new way of controlling and 
subverting the male gaze by forcing 
men (and women) to look at women 
athletes' bodies in a very new way. 

Conclusion 

Regardless of her sport, a female ath- 
lete risks having her femininity ques- 
tioned. Even if her personal appear- 
ance and mannerisms are unques- 
tionably fitting in the scope of femi- 
ninity, she may not feel great con- 
gruence between her bodylself rela- 
tionship and the perception she has 
of others'assessments ofher. Women 
athletes are constantly reminded that 
they are female first. Traditionally, 
the focus on the bodies of women 
athletes has contained a judgement 
relative to adherence to the stand- 
ards of femininity of the day. It is 
somewhat apparent, so far in this 
project, that this phobiaof not being 
feminine is alive and well. 

The masculinity and (assumed) 
heterosexuality of male athletes is 
assured simply because they are ath- 
letes. 

Although the importance ofphysi- 
cal appearance and presentation is 
increasing for males in our society, 
they have a long way to go before the 
restrictive nature of this evaluation 
will equal that imposed upon fe- 
males. Male athletes are particularly 
favoured with a gender-congruent 
status. Their physical appearance, 
although not necessarily considered 
as strong a factor in their masculin- 
ity, is positively highlighted. 

The act of sport participation can 
be one of empowerment for women 
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(Theberge). The discipline required 
to train the body ought to be placed 
within the realm of feminine body- 
work. Then the sporting participa- 
tion of all women can be encouraged 
and the detrimental conditions of 
contemporary femininity be altered 
to include the life-affirming benefits 
of athletics and physical activity. 

Bartky's portrait of the feminine . - 
offers one avenue for the exploration 
of the exclusionary practices that ex- 
ist in sport and physical activity for 
many girls and women. As long as 
what a woman looks like remains 
more important than anything else 
that she is or does, and as long as 

sport operates as a defining factor of 
masculinity only, the tyrannical na- 
ture of compulsory femininity will 
continue to constrain women's 
choices and endanger women's lives. 
When girls and women are no longer 
facing labels of !gender-deviant or 
sexual-deviant because they partici- 
pate in any sport they choose, their 
associations with their bodies will 
change. Physical competence and the 
joy of movement will begin to frame 
the feminine. 

Dayna B. Daniels is Chair of the De- 
partment of K i n e ~ i o l o ~  and Coordi- 
nator of Women i Studies at the Uni- 
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versity of Lethbridge. The focus of her 
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on girls and women in various aspects 
of physical activity involvement and 
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