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Dear Reader,  
 

Welcome to the Body issue! First, let me say, 
Thank You for picking up this mag when there were 
countless others you could have chosen from-- you 
chose us for a reason and we won’t disappoint. Here 
at UNRULY, we do things a little differently. Our team 
grew up reading Glamour, Seventeen and Teen 
Vogue and from a very early age knew it wasn’t 
enough. We were looking for something more; 
something that spoke to us as confused, excited, 
apprehensive, and angsty fifteen-year-olds. We were 
looking for a mag for the rest of us.  

 
So, we made UNRULY. UNRULY is for that 

questioning fifteen-year-old we once were and who so 
many of you still are. From an early age, ideas about 
gender, sexuality, race, bodies, and much more are ingrained in us that become 
hard not to believe. UNRULY provides the space to overcome those ideologies that 
can be limiting, confusing, and oftentimes destructive. At UNRULY, we believe in 
feminism as a space of healing and knowledge-production. We also believe in 
good, accessible knowledge in order to educate and empower those who may not 
have access to it otherwise. bell hooks believes in “theory as liberatory practice” 
and so do we. 

 
Our main goal at UNRULY is to un-learn the things we have been taught, or 

conditioned to believe and re-condition our understandings of traditionally taboo 
subjects. Carole S. Vance, a feminist scholar, argues that it is dangerous for gender 
and sexuality to be understood as “natural” or  inherent “truths”. According to social 
construction theory, gender is just an idea that has been produced and reproduced 
through time and place. Vance asserts, “Behaviours that share an outward similarity 
can be assumed to share an underlying essence and meaning.” These “similarities” 
then, because of societal implications, start to mean much more than they need to. 
UNRULY looks to dismantle the idea that gender is natural and provide a space to 
answer the question: what does gender mean to you?  

 
In this issue, we focus on the re-education of the Body. We question what it 

means to be in a gendered body and the way in which our bodies influence us. 
Breanna Fahs claims, “Most people adamantly believe that they choose what they 
do with their bodies and that these choices exist wholly outside social forces that 
govern conditions within which they make such choices.” Can we really make 
choices about our bodies without outside influences? If we want to really know our 
bodies, we must consider the intricate ways in which societal influences impact our 
decisions.  
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Over the course of a lifetime, we hear some pretty absurd things about our 
bodies: the size of a man’s hand determines the size of his penis; heterosexual sex is the 
only kind of “real” sex; masturbation is shameful; the gender you are assigned at birth is 
the gender you must live with forever. In the gendered world in which we all live, it can 
be difficult to find your place. From a young age, we are told, not asked, what our 
bodies mean. Gender is imposed on our bodies without our consent and we are 
expected to behave according to that imposition. Our bodies are often perceived as a 
temporary space in which we reside, a space to be dominated and reinforce power 
dynamics.  As Mary Douglas has argued, by way of Susan Bordo, “the body is a powerful 
symbolic form, a surface on which the central rules, hierarchies, and even metaphysical 
commitments of a culture are inscribed and thus reinforced through the concrete 
language of the body.” Sometimes, this “surface” doesn’t feel like our own and 
navigating that space of ambiguity can be difficult. So, we want to help. We made this 
issue for all those individuals struggling with the concepts that often don’t have 
explanations and are assumed to be the truth. Because who gets to say what is capital T 
True, anyway? 
 
So, sit back, relax and enjoy this UNRULY mess; it may just end up making things a lot 
clearer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Carol Vance, “Social Construction Theory: Problems in the History of Sexuality,” in An Introduction to Women’s Studies: 
Gender in a Transnational World 2006,  Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan (New York, NY: McGraw Hill),  
 Breanne Fahs, “Breaking body hair boundaries: Classroom exercises for challenging social constructions of the body 
and sexuality,”  Arizona State University, JSTOR 
 
 Susan Bordo, “The Body and The Reproduction of Femininity,” in Reading Feminist Theory: From Modernity to 
Postmodernity 2016 Susan Archer Mann and Ashly Suzanne Patterson, (New York, NY: Oxford University Press)  
  

	  

Sincerely yours, 
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Meet our team… 

KAI HILL 
Graphic Designer 

Kai comes from the 
woods of 
Maryland, hidden 
from the hubbub of 
Suitland, aka 
Washington DC. 
When she is not 
outdoors 
daydreaming, she 
can be found 
building things big 
and small, or 
crafting here and 
there. Kai loves 
good food, good 
talks, and long 
walks in the dark. 
She has no 
patience for leaky 
faucets, and 
doesn’t like to walk 
quickly unless 
absolutely 
necessary. There’s 
just so much to see 
on the way, you 
know? Being a Leo, 
Kai is happiest in 
the summer sun on 
the beach with a 
good book and no 
solid plan.  

EMMA MARTIN 
Journalist 

Emma was born 
and raised in rural 
Montana and 
made it out fairly 
normal, although 
she is lactose 
intolerant. Emma 
likes soy sauce, 
Jacuzzi tubs, 
turquoise jewelry, 
overcast 
afternoons, and 
NPR. In her free 
time, she enjoys 
writing short 
fiction, drinking 
espresso, 
watering plants, 
and 
laughing.  She’s a 
Libra.  She can’t 
cook, nap, or 
braid hair. Her 
favorite book is A 
River Runs 
Through It and 
she listens to The 
Smiths when she 
studies. She 
wants to spend 
more time on 
boats.   

CODI HAIGNEY 
Editor 

Codi is a Pisces 
from the Dirty Jerz 
(New Jersey) with 
a slight Jersey 
accent. She 
spends her free 
time making 
candles, 
discussing 
capitalism, 
playing Sudoku 
and going on solo 
bike rides. Codi 
can usually be 
found, braless, in 
her kitchen 
dancing with her 
roommates and 
perfecting her 
quinoa recipes. 
Her main fashion 
accessory is an 
oversized scarf 
and she’s been 
known to fall out 
of her clogs quite 
frequently. She, 
unlike Emma, 
cannot keep a 
plant alive.  
	  

NORA HOLMES 
Journalist 

Nora is an only 
child from a 
classical New 
England town in 
Connecticut. She 
talks very fast, is a 
Leo, and loves 
chocolate and 
peanut butter 
more than almost 
anything. Nora is 
usually found 
riding her too-
small bike, playing 
rugby, or napping 
in her hammock. 
She loves her 
Jeep, cuddling, 
big dogs, the 
smell of leather, 
climbing, and 
smashing the 
patriarchy. She is 
afraid of seaweed 
and of robots 
taking over the 
world. Nora wants 
to go on more 
impromptu 
adventures and 
to be nude in 
public more often. 
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Breaking Down the Gender Binary 
A Conversation With Decades of Feminist Theorists 

1

JUDITH LORBER WRITES that 
talking about gender, to most 
people, is the “equivalent of fish 
talking about water.” Our spaces, 
our interactions with others, even 
our thoughts and movements—all 
are grounded in gendered 
expectations so familiar and 
pervasive that it requires a 
deliberate disruption of our 
expectations for one another in 
order to realize gender even 
exists. The privilege not to 
discuss –or even notice—gender 
belongs to those whose biological 
sex, gender expression, and 
gender identity align with one 
another and with our society’s 
fixed gender assumptions. Hey! 
Slow down, you may say. What 
are all these categories? What are 
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all these assumptions? You’re 
framing gender like it’s a big, 
messy problem, you may say. 
What’s the problem? 
 
First, let’s define what we’re 
talking about when we talk 
about gender. Gender is defined 
as the sum of a person’s non-
physical and non-biological 
characteristics that determine 
their sense of being male, 
female, or neither or any 
combination. Gender, by 
definition, differs from 
biological sex and allows for 
complex identities and 
expression beyond “man” and 
“woman.” Writing as a self-
identified cisgender (what is 
cis? we’ll get to that!) woman, I 
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recognize that I have neither 
experienced nor completely 
understand the complexities of 
living in a world that 
fundamentally defines you as 
something you are not. I hope, 
however, to present the work of 
prominent gender and feminist 
theorists who either live, or 
have dedicated their lives to 
studying, the trans/gender non-
conforming experience. Let’s 
name the gender binary, why 
and how it exists, and then 
consider the vast array of lived 
gender experiences within and 
without the binary.   
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What is the Gender Binary? 
Why Does it Exist? 

 
 

“The gender binary is so absurd, 
it’s hilarious. Finding meaning in 

our lives is so much more 
interesting…” –Alok Vaid-Menon 

 
In over 3,500 surveys and 400 
interviews, youth across the 
United States used “more than 
one hundred different ways 
(Rankin, Beemyn)” to describe 
their gender identity. Our society 
whittles this enormous breadth of 
gender diversity, however, into 
two absolute, exclusive 
categories. The result—a binary 
gender system— defines a 
cultural code of acceptable 
behaviors for men and women, 
who are masculine and feminine, 
and denies the existence of 
anything outside this system. If 
there existed more than two 
genders, our limited “bifocal 
glasses (Wilchins)” would never 
see them.  
 
What is it about binaries that so 
captivate us? Binary ways of 
thinking and perceiving extend 
beyond gender—they permeate all 
human values and organizational 
systems. Light/dark, 
truth/falsehood, high/low, 
near/far…for every “one,” we can 
come up with an opposite “other.” 
The second binary term, the other, 
often functions not as an equal 
term but as the lesser term, as the 
support and prop of the first 
binary term. Rich/poor, 
straight/gay, white/black—society 
gives immense power to the first 
binary term. Thus, the very nature 
of the gender binary—
man/woman—produces gender 
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inequality. Binaries are 
compelling ways of thinking 
and organizing, especially for 
those who occupy first binary 
terms.  
 
Riki Wilchins slates binaries as 
black holes of knowledge that 
produce and reproduce the same 
simple solutions to intricate 
ideas and questions.  When 
“primitive mental tools” like 
binaries are applied to 
complexities like gender, we 
lose “nuance and multiplicity 
(Wilchins).” “Binaries don’t 
give us much information,” says 
Wilchins. “But then again, they 
aren’t supposed to.”  
 
The gender binary exists; it 
frames our larger lives and 
informs our everyday 
experiences. The questions 
remains—why does the gender 
binary exist? How did it come 
into being? Lorber, like many 
historians, places the emergence 
of gendered bodies from the 
need for reliable divisions of 
labor and reproduction of new 
bodies. Friedrich Engels wrote 
that the first division of labor 
occurred between man and 
woman “for the propagation of 
children.” Not long after this 
pre-historic division, morality 
attached itself to the binary 
gender system. Religious and 
cultural institutions guard the 
divisions between genders and 
ensure that what is demanded, 
what is permitted, and what is 
tabooed for each gender is 
known and followed. Political 
power uses punishment and 
exclusion to preserve the gender 
binary from deviation or 
resistance. Lorber argues that 
most people voluntarily submit 
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to their society’s binary 
prescriptions of gender because “the 
norms and expectations get built 
into their sense of worth and 
identity as the way [they] think, as 
the way [they] see and hear and 
speak, the way [they] feel and 
fantasize.” The gender binary 
presents the differing, unequal roles 
given to men and women as natural 
and preserves the customs of 
heterosexuality and monogamous 
marriage. In short, the gender 
binary serves as a powerful 
ideological tool that keeps the 
dominant social group—white, 
heterosexual, men-born-men—
dominant.  
 

Separation of Biological 
Sex/Constructed Gender 

 
“Can I ask you something—are you 
a man or a woman?”  
-Attendee at a women’s conference 

 
“Not always, but sometimes I think 
I am.”  

-Riki Wilchins 
 

The gender binary operates as if 
gender is bred right into our genes. 
The gender binary grounds itself in 
the two biological sexes, male and 
female, which are determined at 
birth by physical anatomy and 
genetic make-up. For much of 
human history, biological sex and 
gender were naturally, inextricably 
linked. Gendered presentations and 
activities thus presumed one’s sex.  
 
In 1975, Gayle Rubin devised the 
term “sex/gender system” to 
describe the process by which a 
society transforms biological 
sexuality into products of human 
activity. Sexologists and feminist 
theorists alike began to argue that 
social institutions actually produced 
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most of the differences between 
men and women. It is “not 
biology, but culture, that becomes 
destiny,” wrote prominent gender 
theorist Judith Butler. The 
undoing of intricate ties between 
biological sex and gender allowed 
for the idea of gender as a social 
construct to dominate feminist 
theorizing. Like all social 
constructs, gender is closely 
watched and enforced. Gendered 
interactions between parent and 
child begin as soon as the sex of 
the baby is known, and gender is 
reinforced throughout a child’s 
upbringing through peers, 
schools, community, media, and 
religion. The construction of 
gender depends on everyone 
constantly participating, 
constantly producing and 
reproducing their genders. Butler 
theorizes gender as a “compulsory 
performance,” an imitation for 
which “there is no original.” 
Gender has no bedrock in human 
nature or biology, but rather 
endlessly loops through complex 
social constructions. The 
introduction of gender as a social 
construction allowed more space 
for theorizing gender experiences 
outside our binary construction. 
 
 

Gender Constellations: 
Transgender, Genderqueer, 

Gender Non-Conforming 
 

“The crux of violence is not 
misgendering—it’s gendering in 

the first place.” 
-Alok Vaid-Menon 

 
Although the 1970s began to 
dismantle the strict lines between 
biological sex and gender, many 
people do identify their gender 
with their sex assigned at birth.  
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These individuals identify as 
cisgender—“cis” from the Latin 
word meaning “on the same 
side as.” Cisgender 
distinguishes people who do not 
identify as transgender without 
the “normalcy and determinism 
(Markman)” implied with the 
terms “man” and “woman.” 
Transgender? As in, 
transcending gender? Well, 
very simply, yes. So far, we’ve 
begun to question the gender 
binary and the reasons for its 
social construction—but we 
have yet to directly challenge 
the gender binary or imagine 
anything outside of its 
limitations.  
 
The umbrella term 
“transgender” embraces gender 
identities, expressions, and 
behaviors different from those 
typically associated with their 
assigned sex at birth. The term 
transgender remains mutable 
and broad to make space for all 
unique variations of lived 
genders, of which there are 
infinite. The transgender 
movement is a roiling, radical 
critique of the limits of gender 
roles, with individuals living in 
totally new categories, such as 
femme queen, cross-dresser, 
third gender, drag king, or 
transboi. The most common use 
of the term transgender, 
however, refers to individuals 
who still identify within the 
gender binary. The term 
“female-to-male” refers to a 
person who was assigned 
female at birth, but identifies 
and lives as a male. The term 
“male-to-female” refers to a 
person who was assigned male 
at birth, but identifies and lives 
as a woman. No qualifications 
should be attached to the 
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identity of trans—not the person’s 
ability to “pass” as their identified 
gender, not their hormone levels, 
not the state of their genitals.  
 
While we may have recognized 
the gender binary as oppressive, 
that does not mean all who 
identify as transgender reject that 
binary. Gender is not “irrelevant 
or dispensable (Markman)” for 
some transgender individuals. 
FTM and MTF individuals 
certainly identify with a gender, 
although not with the gender 
assigned to them at birth. The 
gender binary, however, leaves no 
space for the trans experience to 
be considered normal—on a 
gender spectrum, trans identities 
are simply options, just as cis 
identities are options. Within a 
gender binary, however, trans 
identities can only be deviant and 
“other.” 
 
Our Western culture has “no room 
for any shades of grey,” and so, 
Kate Bornstein reasons, we can’t 
expect space or acceptance for 
people whose “very existence 
threatens the binary.” Rather than 
critique the oppressive binary, the 
so-called transgressive individual 
is blamed and pathologized.  
Transphobia is the irrational fear 
of, aversion to, or discrimination 
against people whose gender 
identities, appearances, or 
behavior deviates from societal 
norms. Julia Serano argues that 
transphobia is an “expression of 
one’s own insecurity about living 
up to cultural gender ideals.” 
 
 
Genderqueer and gender non-
conforming refer to an array of 
identities often shadowed under 
the term “transgender.” 
Genderqueer and gender non-
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conforming individuals differ, 
however, in their identification 
with both genders, varying 
degrees of gender, or neither 
gender altogether. Wilchins 
defines genderqueerness as 
unique, private, and profoundly 
different. Genderqueer inhabits 
the “messy spaces” between 
words like feminine and 
masculine, and “around the 
borders” of words like male and 
female (Wilchins). Wilchins 
believes these words and 
categories work well for things 
we can repeat and hold in 
common, but what is unique or 
private is lost to language—thus, 
the need for the encompassing 
word “genderqueer.” While 
transgender individuals may 
traverse or problematize gender 
binaries, genderqueer and gender 
non-conforming individuals 
challenge and reject gender 
binaries altogether.  
 
The challenge is not to promote 
genderqueerness, for it is well 
documented that the existence of 
a third option only serves to 
stabilize the other two options. 
Rather, Wilchins writes, we must 
challenge the “narrow, outdated 
notion of applying binary norms 
to bodies and genders.”1 As long 
as we don’t question the existence 
of normative sexes and genders, it 
will continue to be “deviant 
bodies on the firing line 
(Wilchins).” 
 

In Conclusion… 
 
We have examined and 
problematized the gender binary, 
as well as recognized the 
multiplicity of identities outside 
of it. Now, where do we go from 
here? Should we reject the gender 

Gender binary… cont. 
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binary? Should we question 
our own gendered 
conditioning? Should we 
reject gender categories 
altogether? Perhaps a more 
helpful way of imagining 
gender—for those who 
identify within some sort of 
gender—is through a 
spectrum. A gender spectrum 
presents a rich tapestry of 
biology, gender expression, 
and gender identity, all of 
which intersect in 
multidimensional arrays of 
possibilities. Gender is an 
incredibly personal thing. 
While we may not understand 
every possibility on the 
gender spectrum, accepting 
and supporting each person’s 
identified gender is incredibly 
important. As nonbinary trans 
activist Alok Vaid-Menon 
writes, “gender is not a 
destination, but an invitation. 
It is an opening of a mouth. 
Let us continue speaking.” 
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Historical Stigmas, Personal Pleasure, Genders, 
and Education 

	  

1

UNLIKE MOST of the animal 
kingdom, humans – and dolphins 
and monkeys – are some of the 
only creatures that engage in sexual 
contact purely for their own 
pleasure. While many people are 
sexually involved with other 
people, another less-discussed form 
of human pleasure is masturbation. 
Sometimes called solo sex, 
masturbation can be a way to make 
your body feel good or relieve 
stress by yourself – but what do we 
really know about masturbation? 
Most of the focus is on teenage 
boys jacking off, but what about 

2

older people or people of other or 
no genders? Western society often 
shames people who masturbate, 
especially women, and there are 
centuries-old stigmas and myths 
about masturbation because of its 
inherent connection to sexuality. 
Sexual education, discussed here 
with a focus on education in the 
United States, is problematic 
because it does not teach 
adolescents much, if anything, 
about pleasuring themselves – how 
it works mechanically or how 
masturbation is viewed socially. 
The historical social stigmas, the 

3

lack of discussion, and the failure 
to recognize multiple bodies and 
genders all contribute to the 
problems with society’s views on 
masturbation. Discussion can focus 
on radical feminist arguments, and 
it can learn from their discourses on 
masturbation that society does not 
teach. Masturbation is a natural 
sexual urge experienced by many 
people of many genders, although 
Western historical conditioning has 
influenced society to see it as 
shameful; a new discourse is 
necessary so that cultural views 
about masturbation can change into 
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Masturbation…cont. 

4

a more positive and inclusive 
space. 
	  	  	  
A History of Masturbation, 
or Why is this Shameful? 
 

Throughout most of 
Western history, masturbation 
has been a subject either not 
often mentioned or discussed as 
a dirty, degenerate act. This 
negative attitude, according to 
certain scholars, stems from 
ancient Persian, Greek, and 
Roman societal beliefs, which in 
turn heavily influenced 
Christianity. The first mention 
of masturbation as an “act of 
wasting the seed” (Patton, 134) 
can be found in early Jewish 
history, which translated to early 
Christian beliefs. Though there 
is actually no mention of 
masturbation in the Bible, 
because masturbation was 
sexual without resulting in 
procreation, it was considered 
both a threat to the church and to 
humanity – along with 
homosexuality and bestiality 
(Patton, 135, 137). It also 
threatened marriage’s main 
purpose of producing children: 
Christian theorists “regarded 
masturbation as analogous to 
homicide since it destroyed 
human semen… the fear of hell, 
especially as a result of sexual 
practices, has caused 
tremendous harm over the 
course of the centuries” (Patton, 
137). It is worth noting that most 
of the early literature is focused 
on male masturbation and not 
female – Western culture at the 
time considered female sexuality 
as either shameful or 
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nonexistent, and there was no	  
recognition of other genders, 
tropes that are still problematic 
today.  

Before and during the 
Victorian Era, attitudes toward 
masturbation were more focused 
on medical problems arising from 
the behavior that differed based 
on sex: insanity, neurosis, 
eruption of the clitoris, skin 
conditions, untrust-worthiness, 
and sterility are only some of the 
symptoms for which masturbation 
was blamed (Patton, 140). Women 
were discouraged from horseback 
or bike riding for the sake of 
preventing their orgasming 
without reproducing – this lack of 
respect for women’s sexuality can 
still be seen in society’s stigmas 
around female masturbation 
today. The so-called sex pioneers 
of the later twentieth century 
would be essential to affecting 
change around cultural thoughts 
about masturbation. However, 
leftover stigmas from hundreds of 
years of thought still linger: “these 
attitudes toward sex in the 
medieval era became the 
foundation of sexual attitudes in 
Western civilization and the social 
catalyst for much of the sexual 
revolution during the twentieth 
century” (Patton, 143).  

 
 
 

What IS Masturbation 
Anyway? Pleasure, 

Sexuality, and Assumptions 
 

Because of these 
historically imposed social 
stigmas surrounding mas-
turbation, many people know little 
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about masturbation except for 
what they may experience	  
themselves. By definition, 
masturbation is the stimulation of 
one’s own genitals for sexual 
pleasure. There are many 
colloquialisms for masturbation: 
choking the gopher, shining the 
candlestick, cleaning the rifle, 
flicking the bean, etc – which all 
speak to the focus of today’s 
social knowledge about 
masturbation on cisgender males. 
Contrary to societal assumptions, 
multiple genders of many ages do 
masturbate – while it has been 
found to be most common for men 
(83%) and women (60-73%) in 
their 20’s to masturbate, and at all 
ages more common for men to 
report masturbating, the gap 
between men and women’s reports 
of masturbation is only about 20% 
through all ages (Reece, 
University of Indiana). It is also 
important to note that there is, 
problematically, little discussion 
and few studies on intersex 
people’s experiences, especially 
regarding masturbation.   

Today we can recognize 
and praise masturbation for its 
many benefits: a tool for personal 
stress relief, for individuals to feel 
sexually empowered, to learn 
about their bodies, to fall asleep at 
night, to alleviate menstrual 
cramping, and simply to feel good. 
Regardless of gender identity, all 
bodies can masturbate – whether 
you have a clitoris, a penis, a 
vagina, or something in between. 
There is some discourse about 
masturbation as a way to practice 
for sex – because it allows you to 
get to	   know your own body, the 
argument goes, you can better 
communicate what you like to a 
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Masturbation…cont. 
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partner. Jamie Lee from 
MTV’s “Girl Code” describes	  
masturbation as “feeling as 
good as pizza tastes;” 
however, less women than 
men report masturbating in 
general. The societal stigmas 
around masturbation, from 
dominant religious beliefs as 
discussed earlier, have 
evolved into seeing women’s 
masturbation as dirty but sexy 
for other people rather than 
simply pleasurable for 
themselves, while male 
masturbation is generally 
accepted as totally normal. 
This conception of women’s 
sexuality, even solo sexuality, 
as owned by and performed 
for others perpetuates the 
“assumption that women are 
less sexual [than men] and are 
sexual only with the assistance 
of others… we’re taught that 
women’s sexuality only exists 
for other people” (Weiss, 
everydayfeminism.com). 
Specifically, women are 
defined by our 
heteropatriarchal society as 
they relate to men, as radical 
feminism so frankly points 
out: “the essence of being a 
‘woman’ is to get fucked by 
men” (Radicalesbians, 104). 

Modern Western 
culture has not yet accepted 
the fact that women – not even 
mentioning intersex or other 
genders – can be sexual for 
themselves; as Gayle Rubin 
concisely argues, “part of the 
modern ideology of sex is that 
lust is the province of men, 
purity that of women. Women 
have been to some extent 
excluded from the modern 
sexual system” (Rubin, 130). 
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This both supports the idea that 
women cannot be	   sexual	   in	   the	  
same	   visual,	   visceral	   way that 
men are automatically labeled, and 
is supported by the idea that 
women must be “sexual Sleeping 
Beauties in need of an awakening” 
(Weiss, everydayfeminism.com). 
The objectification of women as 
constant sexual beings, usually for 
male pleasure, is a prevalent theme 
in modern discourse about female 
masturbation. Often, women just 
want to live their lives without 
being sexualized by and for others, 
and this includes casual 
masturbation as a natural urge 
versus a sexy performance. 

 
The Deficits of Sexual 

Education 
 

These harmful sexual 
stereotypes and categorizations of 
women and societal stigmas about 
masturbation greatly influence 
sexual education classes in the 
majority of grade school and high 
school curriculums. Though 
important, much of sex education 
in the US teaches students about 
anatomy, avoiding STDs, and all 
the risks involved – at rather 
liberal schools. In more 
conservative areas, students are 
much more likely to be taught that 
abstinence is the only form of 
contraception, that sexuality is 
shameful, and that masturbation is 
something dirty or not to be done 
at all; in almost all schools, 
sexuality itself and sexual 
experiences are not discussed. Sex 
education is also focused mainly 
on heterosexual relations – a whole 
other issue to be discussed at 
another time – but women’s 
sexuality is not even 
acknowledged. An apt analogy is	  
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discussed by Weiss: “some people 
think of women experiencing 
sexual pleasure or arousal by 
themselves the way	   kids think of	  
teachers outside of school. They 
don’t even consider that a woman’s 
sexuality exists beyond their 
relationships” (Weiss, 
everydayfeminism.com). Also, the 
sexual experiences for young 
students who identify as neither 
male nor female, or who have less 
conventional genitals, go 
unacknowledged. In these ways, 
most sex education teaches a 
culture of shame for adolescents, 
especially girls. As Luker testifies, 
“‘The sex education teachers talk 
with the boys in sixth grade about 
wet dreams and masturbation. 
They don’t talk to the girls about 
the clitoris and masturbation… we 
have somehow acknowledged that 
it’s fine to talk with the boys… but 
we’re still, ‘It’s not okay for girls 
to touch themselves down there’” 
(Luker, 116). The lack of 
recognition, for women as well as 
intersex and non-heterosexuals, is 
ostracizing and does not allow for 
individual growth. Sex education 
contributes to the lack of discourse 
about masturbation later in life by 
teaching kids that it’s not okay to 
talk about; in our efforts to 
recondition ourselves and our 
society’s limiting view on a 
personally important topic, 
changing the way schools teach 
children about sexuality is 
essential.  

 
In Conclusion… We Have 

Work to Do 
From the evidence of 

historical stigmas, gendered 
assumptions, the culture of shame, 
and in the lack of sufficient sexual 
education, masturbation is a topic 
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that	   continues to need open 
discussion and acceptance in 
order to be a healthier and 
more inclusive space. Modern 
society	   is making	   slow 
progress in undoing the 
harmful stigmas from the past, 
and there is some growing 
discourse about masturbation, 
especially from women. The 
culture of shame is perhaps less 
extreme than it was half a 
century ago, but there is still a 
lot of work to do if modern 
society expects to ever be fully 
inclusive and accepting of 
masturbation. The benefits of 
masturbation – to reiterate, 
feeling good and self-love 
being some of the more 
universally attractive benefits – 
are why it has been a 
prominent, though not 
tolerated, practice throughout 
human history. However, 
though many people appreciate 
masturbation, it’s not for 
everyone. It is not a mandatory 
action, it’s a personal choice. 
Masturbation can be a casual 
routine, an empowering act, a 
learning experience, stress 
relief, and also simply a form 
of self-love.  
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Talking Bodies with Sarah Ross: 
Sarah Ross discusses the Mexican Revolution, moon 
cycles, and how she can’t keep her pants clean.   

1

Sarah Ross’s message to young 
bodies is one she herself still 
struggles to internalize: you 
have a voice, you’re entitled to 
use it, and you deserve to be 
surrounded by people who 
respect it. The world so rarely 
seems set up to respect this 
message, especially during 
early adolescence, a time that 
combines rapid and dramatic 
biological changes with 
essential cognitive and social 

2

changes (Johnston-Robledo, 
Chrisler). In the exciting, 
confusing, and sometimes 
traumatic period that is 
adolescence, the internalization 
of myths, taboos, and stigmas is 
particularly harmful and 
enduring. These myths, taboos, 
and stigmas are most often 
associated with changing bodies, 
for bodies serve as not only 
“mediums of culture,” writes 
Susan Bordo, but also “practical, 
direct loc[i] of social control.” 
 
One of the most mythologized, 
tabooed, and stigmatized 
functions of the body, which 
begins in adolescence and lasts 
until late middle age, is 
menstruation. At some point, 
more than half of the world’s 
population will experience a 
regular period that lasts about a 
week, once a month, for forty 

3

years. Yet menstruation remains 
unmentioned and out of sight—one 
of the ultimate unapproachable 
subjects. Such silence around 
menstruation perpetuates stigma 
and breeds untruths, communicated 
only in tight-lipped whispers across 
locker rooms in middle and high 
schools across the country. The 
existence of dozens of euphemisms 
for menstruation verifies that 
silence surround menstruation—our 
language has been purged of the 
very word. You’re on the rag, off 
visiting the red planet, surfing the 
crimson wave, saddling up old 
rusty, wearing the red badge of 
courage, and, of course, the ever-so-
sanitized “at time of the month”—
all allude to menstruation while 
avoiding its reality and its 
naturalness. In her work, Sarah 
Ross seeks to encourage and 
support voices to fill these 
unnatural, stigmatized silences. 
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Sarah works for TESSA, a 
domestic violence and sexual 
assault response and prevention 
organization. Sarah serves as 
TESSA’s Children Advocate and 
Outreach Specialist, a title she 
admittedly made up for herself 
but which cannot begin to 
encompass the importance of her 
work.  Sarah advocates for 
children, ages 0-18, living in safe 
houses across Colorado Springs, 
as well as presenting in middle 
schools and high schools about 
boundaries, gender roles, 
consent, rape culture, and media 
literacy. Much of Sarah’s work 
revolves around the medium of 
the body—she teaches, 
fundamentally, that every 
individual is entitled to voice, 
autonomy, and making sense of 
their body through their own 
experience, rather than through 
imposed expectations. Bordo 
writes that in our modern era, we 
need an “effective political 
discourse about the female 
body,” a discourse which can 
analyze “the insidious, and often 
paradoxical, pathways of modern 
social control.” Sarah’s work 
begins to dismantle these false 
“pathways,” albeit in scaled-back 
baby steps rather than complex 
feminist theory, in order to bring 
awareness and empowerment to 
individual bodies and minds.  
 
 
EM: Do you teach specifically 
about young bodies to young 
bodies?  What are some norms 
or expectations about bodies that 
you kind of have to do undo? 
 
SR: Such a good question. I 
teach a lot about bodies, but not 
in the way I expected to be 
teaching about them. I talk a lot 
about how the first thing we 
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learn when we go out into the 
world is stranger danger; we are 
taught that our safety is more 
important than the comfort of 
someone else. And then I talk 
about how that message really 
quickly gets confused and we 
end up basically, compromising 
our own sense of security and 
inner balance for making other 
people comfortable. I’m coming 
from this perspective where we 
are taught to not pay attention to 
what we need or want and I think 
we are literally out of touch with 
the feelings in our body. And I 
start by demonstrating what it 
feels like when physical 
boundaries are violated. Like I’ll 
go up and make someone do an 
interaction where their physical 
boundary is violated and we talk 
about what you are feeling inside 
when that physical boundary 
violation happens and they are 
like nervous, ‘gross’, ‘I want to 
puke’, and we talk about how we 
have those feelings when people 
violate emotional boundaries but 
we aren't taught to pay attention 
to them. So some of the 
conversation is centered around 
how that feeling isn’t wrong and 
people will try to dismiss it or 
diminish it, but that feeling is 
really primary and something 
you need to pay attention to in 
order to make us feel safe and 
secure and confident. So, I talk 
about bodies in that really basic 
way, pay attention to the physical 
cues inside and I think that 
internal motivation really 
changes the way bodies interact. 
 
EM: So we wanted to focus this 
article specifically about periods 
and the miseducation around 
periods, like myths and taboos 
around periods that young 
females encounter. Do you have 
anything to say about that?  

6

 
SR: Yes! I have so much to say 
about that! When I reflect on my 
own experience of getting my 
period and then being on birth 
control, I felt very much out of 
control, and I think that’s the 
exact opposite thing that a period 
should do for a person. I thought 
about that as I was working with 
two safehouse girls who were 11 
and 13. And the older one had 
gotten their period and the 
younger one hadn’t yet, and the 
11 year old was literally sitting 
on the floor looking up to the 13 
year old being like, ‘how does it 
feel, I cannot wait.’ The 13 year 
old was just holding court and 
was like, ‘you’re gonna gain so 
much weight and have crazy 
moods.’  And I remember that 
feeling, and girls having secret 
knowledge and power, and she 
was clearly having that, but then 
the older girl started saying ‘you 
should never ever use a tampon 
because if you use a tampon you 
have lost your virginity’. They 
were talking about how both of 
their moms told them were only 
allowed to use pads until they 
had sex. I think about how both 
of those girls come from really 
violent homes and it’s, again, 
their moms trying to regain 
control. They tell their daughters 
to be pure, and stay away from 
anything that will tarnish them. 
These girls are in really 
vulnerable situations given the 
violence in their homes, and I 
feel like that message will 
continue to alienate them from 
their bodies. I wasn't quite sure 
how to introduce another way of 
thinking about it but I said,  ‘you 
can make your own decisions 
when the time comes’, but it’s 
hard when you feel like the 
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decisions you are going to make 
about your own body are going to 
disappoint the people close to you 
who are trying to protect you.  
 
CH: That’s so interesting. That’s 
so hard to be in your position.  
 
SR: Yeah, exactly. I feel like a lot 
of their worldviews are about fear 
and protection and trying to 
maintain control but they end up 
really harming themselves and 
damaging themselves in the 
process.  
 
EM: Do you feel like that sort of 
miseducation, like the example 
you just gave, is common? Like 
with the age range you work in? 
 
SR: Absolutely, yeah. I mean I 
think every young person I 
interact with seems so confused, 
which I understand, and 
somehow they have adopted such 
rigid ways of thinking that 
sometimes they cannot believe 
when I try and offer an 
alternative. There is a lack of 
being exposed to alternatives and 
there is a lot of peer imposed 
expectations that are really 
challenging. I think virginity is 
the most damaging of those--ya 
know, the idea of some sort of 
innate change or a part of 
yourself being sullied. I think 
that’s how they see it.  
 
EM: So if you feel comfortable 
talking about it, we wanted to ask 
about your own personal 
experience with your period, and 
maybe things you remember 
about your body entering high 
school.  
 
SR: Well, okay I do remember 
getting my period in seventh 
grade and I told my mom and, 
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she’s like pretty open, but I 
remember her energy shifting 
so much. I just sensed her take 
a step back and be afraid and 
nervous. I remember feeling 
like she was mad at me. She 
just couldn't go there. I had 
really really heavy periods and 
I just had countless instances of 
bleeding everywhere. I just 
didn't know how to take care of 
myself. I would bleed onto 
classroom seats and car seats 
and on my pants and just 
everywhere; I think it was a 
sense of feeling totally out of 
control and feeling a lot of 
shame obviously. I also 
remember my mom saying that 
PMS is a myth and anyone who 
had PMS was lying. I really felt 
like I needed to contain myself, 
meanwhile I literally couldn't. I 
didn’t understand how other 
people were doing it, I would 
look at women and I would be 
like, ‘how is everyone dealing 
with this?’ I didn’t understand. 
My mom was actually raised in 
Africa, like white Africa, and 
her family is very rigid and 
shaming l so I think she did her 
best with me but saw any 
softness as bad. Like you need 
to deal with periods in the 
toughest, hardest way and not 
talk about it. 
 
EM: Do you remember talking 
to anyone about it? Or asking 
any advice from anyone? 
 
SR: Nope, nope. Never, never, 
never. This is kind of 
embarrassing but I couldn’t 
keep my clothes clean, I 
couldn’t keep the sheets clean. 
We never talked about it but 
one day my mom took me to 
her OBGYN and I got on birth 
control to control my period a 
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bit. I took pills and I would just 
skip the sugar pills so I didn't get 
my period for a couple years.  
 
EM: How was that? 
 
SR: I mean I think at the time it 
was a huge relief, but when I 
decided to go off birth control 
my senior year of high school, 
my periods were insane. Like I 
would bleed for 30 days and then 
I wouldn't get it for like 3 
months, and it’s still pretty 
inconsistent. But again, it was 
that feeling of being out of 
control and not feeling 
connected to my body or what 
was going on with it. Since 
being on birth control I feel like 
I have a very different 
relationship with my period. 
Like, I want it to be a part of my 
life instead of this thing I just 
reject.  
 
EM: Would you say your 
relationship with your period is 
more positive or just completely 
different? 
 
SR: I feel kind of silly saying 
this, but I definitely feel more 
tapped into just the energy of my 
body. [laughs] And I hate to be 
all moon and cycles about it, but 
I think it’s true, and the fact that 
I’m apologizing for it is kind of 
a problem. Um, yea I see my 
period now as more of a time to 
connect to what I’m feeling and 
to the things I haven't been 
paying attention to throughout 
the month. I still get really bad 
cramps and I try and just feel 
them. I’m trying to see it more as 
an opportunity to understand 
myself and be in connection with 
myself and forgive myself. 
Periods obviously first happen at 
a time when bodies are really 
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changing and I had a lot of body 
image issues for many years. 
Accepting my period and 
everything that comes with it is 
just another way of accepting my 
body and the things that it does 
and the way it looks and being 
okay with that.  
 
CH: Absolutely.  
 
EM: Okay, kind of zooming out a 
bit, and I don’t know how much 
you can touch on this, but why 
does that taboo and mystification 
around periods exist?  
 
SR: Oh my gosh, you guys are 
asking such good questions. So 
this is going to seem nontangential 
but I'm hoping it will help me 
narrow in. So, I wrote my thesis 
about Cuban and Mexican women 
during the revolutions. So one of 
the things I was writing about was 
how female guerillas, especially in 
the Mexican Revolution which 
was in 1918, dealt with their 
periods. In Mexico there is this 
idea of the “perfect man” and 
“perfect woman”. The perfect man 
doesn't let himself crack, that’s the 
word they use, he never shows 
emotion he never breaks down, he 
never cries. The perfect woman is 
similar, she’s stoic, she’s a proud 
mother, she never needs help or 
support. But they say the reason 
why women are less equal to men 
is because they are already 
cracked, like there is a part of 
women that is already broken. The 
fact that they have vaginas and 
bleed is the symbol for that crack, 
and it’s the symbol for the fact that 
they can never been fully whole 
and fully revolutionary in that 
sense. 
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EM: That’s so cool and so 
relevant. 
 
SR: Yeah! I also hate to be all 
woo woo about this but I think 
periods are a reminder of 
mortality. Ugh, I hate to fucking 
do this, and I don’t mean to be 
like, ‘all women are connected to 
the earth’, but I do think that 
periods are a reminder that we are 
just animals on this planet. 
Especially now when the 
trajectory for success is a straight 
line up, and it’s all about 
containment and fulfillment and 
satisfaction and getting more, I 
really do think that periods are a 
reminder that we can pretend to 
do that but there is always a part 
of us that is not that. I don’t think 
women want that reminder, and I 
don’t think men want that 
reminder, and I think we are 
afraid of what it would mean to 
really honor and understand 
periods. So we sanitize them and 
make them invisible and boys 
freak out at the sight of a tampon.  
 
EM: So last question, just 
wrapping up. As an educator, 
where do you begin with all this 
stuff? How do you change the 
problematic ways this age group 
sees their body?  
 
SR: I think it has to be young. I 
think the biggest lesson we need 
to teach is that there is nothing a 
body can do or be that’s bad, and 
there is no way that a body can 
grow or change that doesn’t have 
value. There is so much value to a 
body growing, but a lot of the 
trauma of puberty for women is 
the values that are imposed on 
what bodies look like, and the 
way periods are. For me, it’s 
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about kids knowing accurate 
language about their bodies 
and what their bodies produce. 
There’s a need to feel 
comfortable using those words 
with each other and their 
parents. When people are 
confused about language that’s 
what breeds violence. I have 
this list of 30 points called “My 
Declaration of Rights” that I 
have high schoolers go around 
and read, and by the end there 
is usually a few girls crying. 
The rights are really really 
basic. And I think that girls cry 
because they know how 
entitled they are to that and 
they know how far they’ve 
strayed from that truth, or how 
far they’ve been forced to stray 
from that truth. But there is 
some part of us that knows 
how right that is, and some part 
of us that knows how entitled 
we are to boundaries, and 
safety, and respectful, loving 
relationships. Sometimes I 
really struggle going into high 
schools because so much has 
been ingrained already, but 
even if we can repeat these 
mantras I hope there is a slight 
cultural shift in classrooms, 
and then hopefully schools, 
where people can feel more 
like relationships and their 
bodies can be on their own 
terms.  

- 
Menstruation, an apparently 
ordinary biological event, has 
been the subject of 
“extraordinary symbolic 
elaboration” (Buckley, 
Gottlieb) in a wide variety of 
cultures. Menstruating women 
may command religious rites, 
or they may face exclusion 
from them. Menstruating 
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women may be forbidden to touch 
food, corpses, children, even the 
logs and coals of non-
menstruating women. 
Menstruating women may present 
a “potent, positive spiritual force,” 
(Buckley, Gottlieb) or they may 
threaten the very balance of the 
cosmos purity and social order. 
Despite the variations in symbolic 
meaning across and within 
cultures, the existence of 
menstrual taboos is nearly 
universal and the taboos are 
imbued with the exotic, the 
spiritual, the occult, and the 
creative.  
 
The most pervasive interpretation 
of menstrual taboos equates taboo 
with oppression, and thus with the 
oppression of women in society. 
Ethnographic reports across 
decades have been so uniform in 
their portrayal of menstrual taboos 
and so resonant with the feelings 
of men and women, which the 
ethnographic findings themselves 
have “entered into popular culture 
as truisms” (Buckley, Gottlieb). 
The cultural conversation 
surround menstrual taboos, 
however, is far more complicated 
than taboo = women’s 
suppression. In both past and 
present cultures, rather than 
subordinating women to men who 
are fearful of them, menstrual 
taboos have provided women with 
means of ensuring their own 
autonomy, influence, and social 
control. Some women are 
endowed with a respected, 
creative spiritual force during 
menstruation; other women are 
seen as vulnerable and in need of 
protection from threats posed by 
greater society.  
 
In our present, Western culture, 
however, there are few positive 
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taboos surrounding menstruation. 
Sarah mentions that she believes 
some of the modern stigma around 
menstruation arises from 
menstruation reminding us of 
mortality, that we’re all just 
animals on this planet. Indeed, a 
“politics of disgust” (Nussbaum) 
seems to surround menstruation. 
The primary objects that elicit 
disgust are those that remind us of 
our fragility, our earthliness, our 
mortality.  When people 
experience disgust, then, they are 
“expressing aversion to prominent 
aspects of what every human being 
is” (Nussbaum). The female body 
and all its processes have been 
denigrated because, as Carol 
Christ writes, they seemed more 
“carnal, fleshy, and earthy” than 
the “culture-creating” males.  
 
The silence, shame, and 
inaccuracies surrounding 
menstruation are combatted not 
only by reeducation programs such 
as Sarah’s, but also through the 
cultivation of positive symbolisms, 
such as The Goddess. The 
Goddess acknowledges and 
affirms the “legitimacy of female 
power as a beneficent and 
independent power” (Christ). 
Many female artists and writers 
celebrate the female body and its 
potent, creative life cycle. Poet 
Ntozake Shange wrote, “i found 
god in myself and i loved her 
fiercely,” and “where there is a 
woman there is magic.” The 
symbol of the Goddess—and 
female spirituality in general—has 
much to offer to women who are 
struggling to be rid of the 
pervasive “devaluation of female 
power, denigration of the female 
body, distrust of female will, and 
denial of women’s bonds and 
heritage.” (Christ) Silence and 
harmful stigma surrounding 
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femininity, as Sarah 
mentioned, foster 
environments of trauma and 
violence that affect the psyches 
and relationships of all 
individuals. Thus affirmation 
of the female body and 
experience is crucial for 
adolescents of all genders 
entering the whirlwind of 
puberty—it makes space for 
and restores the voice that so 
often falters within us.  
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Sports are Great but… 

	  
They’re Not for Everyone: How Gender and 

Race Affect Athletes and Modern Culture 

1

SINCE THE BEGINNINGS 
of early human civilization, 
athleticism and physical 
prowess have been both 
essential to humanity’s 
survival and valued traits in 
many societies. Traditions of 
athletics as sport, as an 
instrument of war, and as 
entertainment have appeared 
in cultures from all over the 
world for thousands of years. 
Though sports have certainly 
changed since the beginnings 
of civilization, they are still 
vastly important to Western 
culture. For spectators, sports 
are entertainment and a way 

2

to admire the physicality of the 
human body; for	  athletes, sports 
develop talent, provide 
community, and can be either 
careers or hobbies. Playing a 
sport also provides necessary 
exercise, which is lauded by the 
scientific community as 
essential to human health, and 
for some people it is a form of 
stress relief. However, though 
sports are not intrinsically 
prejudiced or restrictive, the 
culture society has created 
around them can be incredibly 
limiting. Gender and race are 
huge forms of inequality in 
sports: there are gendered rules, 

3

uniforms, equipment, training 
methods, and assumptions, 
while there are also racial 
expectations, traditions, and 
regulations. Non-white	   people	  
are	  often categorized into a few 
boxes that define a stereotype 
about their race, while women 
and trans athletes are hugely 
undervalued in show time and 
funding, in addition to the 
limitations of the rules that 
differentiate women’s sports 
from men’s. Sports culture 
embodies the gender binaried, 
patriarchal, capitalistic 
Western society that exists 
today.  
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Sports… cont. 

4

	  
The Benefits of Sports and 
the Pros and Cons of Title 

IX 
 

Sports are central to 
modern Western culture, both 
from a spectator’s perspective 
and an athlete’s perspective. 
Children from a young age 
through high school are 
encouraged to participate in 
competitive sports and general 
exercise; there are studies 
showing the benefits of sports 
off the field, such as leadership 
skills and work ethic (Hanson, 
156). The healthy sense of 
competition, adrenaline rush, 
and physical thrill of sports are 
part of what makes them so 
enticing to many people; 
another draw is the community 
from being on a team. 
Teammates are often close 
friends – which is unsurprising, 
considering the time they spend 
together and the bonding 
inherent in cohesive hard work 
– and it’s an easy, natural form 
of community. Regardless of 
gender or race, any athlete will 
benefit from the community, 
physicality, and character-
building from sports. However, 
sports are not always the 
fantastic, inclusive community 
for all athletes that we imagine 
them to be: Title IX and other 
legislature have helped the 
struggle for equality, but sexist 
and racist discrimination still 
have a strong hold. 

Title IX, originally 
made to prevent discrimination 
based on gender within 
educational institutions, is 
largely thought	   of as the law	  

5

that opened the door for women in 
sports. While this is true, not 
everything about Title IX is great, 
and there is significant social 
backlash against the law. Lack of 
women’s representation and 
degrading messages from the media 
are standard, hyper-sexualization of 
female athletes that ignores their 
athleticism is rampant, and critics 
argue that Title IX allows women 
space in sports at the expense of 
men (Harvard Law Review, 1629-
30). Societal conditioning has 
created a limiting cultural belief in 
gendered attributes, and when 
female athletes threaten the 
established notions of strong 
masculinity with their female 
physicality, there is public outcry. 
Though “it was Title IX that helped 
to crack the barriers at the 
foundation of women’s inability to 
have equal opportunity to pursue 
economic and social advancement 
through education” (Hogshead-
Maker and Zimbalist, 50), societal 
backlash restricts its potential 
benefits, and shows the widespread 
sexism still intrinsic to modern 
Western society. 

 
Gendered Differences 

and Discrimination in Sports 
 
Almost all aspects of sports 

are gendered. The vast majority of 
sports teams are divided by sex, 
and most women’s teams are 
regulated differently than men’s. 
Women must wear different 
uniforms – skirts in lacrosse; they 
must use different gear – softballs 
vs. baseballs, different nets in the 
heads of lacrosse sticks; and there 
are huge variations in the rules of 
sports between men’s	   and	  
women’s	   leagues. For instance,	  
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there is no checking in women’s 
lacrosse though it is encouraged 
in men’s; women run the 100m 
hurdles in track and field though 
men run the 110m with taller 
hurdles; and the similarities 
between softball and baseball 
are negated by the different 
equipment and rules of the game 
– softball is a totally different, 
gender-regulated sport. Very 
few sports have no differences 
regarding gendered rules – 
rugby and equestrian are the 
exceptions to the norm. 

These differences are all 
based on the cultural assumption 
that women are intrinsically the 
weaker sex, and that sports is a 
space for strong, aggressive, 
hyper-masculine men. As the 
Harvard Law Review concisely 
states, “Athletic culture 
polarizes the sexes and 
perpetuates male domination. 
Athletic success is still equated 
with masculinity, and women 
and girls must ‘choose between 
being a successful girl and being 
a successful athlete.’” (Harvard 
Law Review, 1636). This 
discrepancy between femininity 
and athleticism is problematic 
because it labels female athletes 
as “masculine” or “unfeminine” 
simply because they do not 
adhere to cultural assumptions 
of women as delicate, 
submissive, and nurturing. 
Gender is a social construct: not 
all women are caretakers and 
parental, just as not all men are 
physical and	   ambitious, and nor 
should they have to be. 
Adhering to gender norms, 
accepting the assigned 
personality traits based on sex, 
is “wasteful of the gifts” (Mead, 
79) of individuals regardless	   of	  
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gender. Liberal feminist 
Margaret Mead argues that 
society needs to “admit that 
men and women are capable of 
being moulded… cease to make 
any distinction in the approved 
personality of both sexes” 
(Mead, 79): a central tenet of 
liberal feminism is fighting the 
assumed characteristics of 
femininity as limited to child-
caring, homemaking, soft, and 
existing for the purposes of 
their husbands. Though liberal 
feminists made an impact, 
today female athletes continue 
to struggle with the leftover 
tropes of this notion of 
femininity that degrade them in 
the athletic world, either 
dumbing down their 
accomplishments or 
hypersexualizing the athletes 
themselves.  

Another way that 
backlash against Title IX and 
conventional assumptions about 
feminine character harms 
female athletes is the huge gap 
between popularity of men’s 
and women’s sports. The 
uninformed argue that women 
aren’t aired on television 
because they’re lesser, so why 
should we watch them anyway? 
In fact, “women’s sports only 
receive about 4% of media 
news coverage, despite the fact 
that 40% of athletes are 
women” (Sun, 
everydayfeminism.com) – 
Western tradition has 
disciplined today’s society to 
view women’s bodies as 
weaker, so female athletes 
threaten the safely established 
gender norms that many people 
feel comfortable in. Sports are 
also a space of power, both	  
physical and masculine: men 
dominate sports throughout	  

Western history, and the 

Sports… cont. 
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demeaning societal assumptions 
about women’s bodies support this 
exclusive power system. Female 
athletes are “often labeled as 
lesbians, butch, and just freakish. In 
other words, sporty girls are seen as 
anomalies and exceptional from 
‘normal’ women” (Sun, 
everydayfeminism.com), though 
sexuality has nothing to do with 
athletic prowess. Nor do genitals, 
though intersex and trans athletes 
are severely discriminated against, 
with gender testing on female 
athletes who perform too well: “to 
be too good is to rouse suspicion 
[about sex identity] because we 
believe that women shouldn’t be 
able to compete at that level” 
(Barnes, feministing.com). Just by 
existing, female athletes are 
challenging the gender hierarchy of 
sports, and they are fighting against 
restrictive and problematic 
character assumptions based on 
gender.  

 
Athletic Racism and 

Intersectionality 
 

Racism is another layer of 
oppression in sports: there are 
cultural expectations and traditions 
for athletes based on their race. For 
example, Black athletes are 
generally associated with basketball 
and track, and are not expected to 
play “whiter” sports like squash or 
crew. Women of minority races are 
oppressed in intersecting ways 
because they are affected by 
oppressive systems of gender, race, 
and potentially class. Describing the 
effects of oppression on women of 
color as “a discrete set of 
experiences […] often does not 
accurately reflect the interaction of 
race and gender” (Crenshaw, 265), 
because in addition to being 
penalized for being women, 
minority female athletes are 
simultaneously affected by racism. 

9

Though Title IX aims to support 
all women, “young white 
women from families with 
higher socioeconomic status 
were the most likely to 
experience positive effects from 
sports participation […] African 
American women, across all 
socioeconomic categories, [did 
not] experience positive 
consequences of sports 
participation” (Hanson, 158). 
Race is important in sports: 
Title IX helps female college 
athletes, where more white 
women attend than do women 
of color, and many schools have 
included “female” sports like 
golf and squash that are mainly 
played by white women – so the 
problems women of color face 
in sports is not addressed by 
Title IX. There is a lot of work 
to do before all women, 
especially class and racial 
minorities, have equal 
opportunities and representation 
in the world of athletics. 

 
In Conclusion… 

 
The centrality of sports 

to Western society means we 
cannot ignore the sexist and 
racist problems inherent in 
modern athletic culture. As 
sports is a subset of the whole of 
western culture, it epitomizes 
many broader cultural issues: 
the gender binary, patriarchal 
domination, racial hierarchy, 
and obsession with media are 
problematic aspects that 
Western culture needs to 
address. Before addressing all of 
society’s traditions, however, 
we can take the first step by 
focusing on these extensive 
issues within the athletic world. 
Gender and race are huge forms 
of inequality in sports; Title IX 
and other small steps are 
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beginning the reform	   process 
but	  not succeeding to their full 
potential. The benefits of 
being on a team and playing a 
competitive sport are many, 
but because of the restrictive 
and exclusive nature of 
athletic society, only a small 
privileged group really gets to 
enjoy them. In addition to the 
physical and social benefits, 
“sport serves as a source of 
agency that […] also enhances 
a wide variety of other 
outcomes [for young girls] 
including academic success” 
(Hanson, 156). Hanson also 
discusses research supporting 
the claim that “women 
athletes have been found to be 
more achievement oriented 
and self confident than other 
women. They are also more 
likely to have a sense that is 
their efforts, not luck or 
chance, that are important for 
determining success” 
(Hanson, 156-7). Women gain 
specific benefits from sports 
because of their position as the 
oppressed sex, from 
participating as minorities in 
the male-dominated athletic 
world – however, this gain 
does not negate the challenges 
they face, especially if those 
challenges are intersectional. 
It proves that cultural work 
must be done in order for 
sports to be an inclusive, 
empowering, safe space for all 
genders of all races and 
bodies. 
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R  E  S  O  U  R  C  E  S  : 
	  
Center of Excellence for Transgender Health	  –	  organization	  that	  aims	  to	  increase	  
comprehensive,	  effective,	  and	  affirming	  health	  care	  services	  for	  transgender/gender-‐variant	  communities. 

http://transhealth.ucsf.edu	  
 

The Child and Adolescent Gender Center	  –	  collaboration	  of	  community	  organizations	  
that	  offers	  comprehensive	  medical	  and	  psychological	  care,	  as	  well	  as	  advocacy	  and	  legal	  support,	  to	  
gender	  non-‐conforming/transgender	  youth	  and	  adolescents. 

https://www.ucsfbenioffchildrens.org	  
 

Coalicion TransLatin@	  –	  aim	  to	  advocate	  for	  the	  specific	  needs	  of	  transgender	  immigrants	  who	  
reside	  in	  the	  United	  States	  and	  plan	  advocacy	  strategies	  to	  increase	  quality	  of	  life. 

http://www.translatinacoalition.org	  
 

The Sylvia Rivera Law Project	  –	  group	  dedicated	  to	  increasing	  the	  political	  voice	  and	  visibility	  
of	  low-‐income	  people	  and	  people	  of	  color	  who	  are	  transgender,	  intersex,	  or	  gender	  non-‐conforming. 
                 http://srlp.org 
	  
Trans People of Color Coalition	  –	  group	  working	  to	  build	  a	  pipeline	  of	  activists	  to	  engage	  and	  
connect	  with	  one	  another	  to	  create	  a	  movement	  of	  support,	  resources,	  and	  education. 

http://transpoc.org	  
 

TransActive Gender Center	  –	  provides	  a	  holistic	  range	  of	  services	  and	  expertise	  to	  empower	  
transgender	  and	  gender	  non-‐conforming	  children,	  youth,	  and	  their	  families	  in	  living	  healthy	  lives,	  free	  of	  
discrimination. 

http://www.transactiveonline.org/index.php	  
 

Trans Youth Equality Foundation	  –	  education,	  advocacy,	  and	  support	  for	  transgender	  youth	  
and	  their	  families	  with	  the	  mission	  of	  sharing	  information	  about	  the	  unique	  needs	  of	  this	  community,	  
partnering	  with	  families,	  educators	  and	  service	  providers	  to	  help	  foster	  a	  healthy,	  caring,	  and	  safe	  
environment	  for	  all	  transgender	  children. 

http://www.transyouthequality.org	  

About-Face – provides	  workshops,	  speeches,	  online	  presence,	  and	  school	  programs	  for	  girls	  and	  
young	  women	  to	  give	  them	  tools	  and	  role	  models	  for	  reconditioning	  society’s	  harmful	  body	  image 
         	  	  	  	  	  	  	  http://www.about-‐face.org	  

BodiMoJo	  –	  group	  focused	  on	  their	  teen	  audience	  that	  provides	  support	  for	  struggling	  teens	  via	  
technology	  that	  provides	  a	  positive	  body	  image	  and	  support	  for	  high	  stress.	  

http://www.bodimojo.com	  
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