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"A lot of people in the general public think female bodybuilding is gross and freaky . . . that that's
not what a woman is supposed to look like." So says Michelle, a national bodybuilding judge. In
fact, athletic women, especially those in sports where strength, muscle, and sweat feature
prominently, are typically viewed by the public as being outside the boundaries of appropriate
femininity. And perhaps no group of women athletes embodies this gender outlaw status more
than female bodybuilders, who by their bulk and sheer strength challenge our very notions of
what it means to be a woman. Why would women choose to look like that? And what does it take
to get and stay so muscular?Maria R. Lowe has interviewed more than one hundred people
connected with women's bodybuilding, from the bodybuilders themselves, to trainers, family
members, spouses, judges, and sponsors. In Women of Steel, Lowe introduces us to a world
where size and strength must be balanced with a nod toward grace and femininity. Lowe, who
actually worked out with a couple of the bodybuilders she interviewed, gets at the heart of what it
is to be a woman bodybuilder. We learn about "paying the price"--doing the necessary exercise,
and sometimes drugs--that allows women to rise to the top of their profession. We follow their
successes and failures, and discover the benefits-- including increased self-esteem and
physical strength--as well as the sometimes unhealthy effects of their training regimen, from
dehydration to baldness to rampant acne to high blood pressure. We travel with the women from
competition to competition and find that judges' standards seem to vary alarmingly depending
on momentary notions of what constitutes "the overall package"--that elusive perfect body that
catches judges' eyes and wins competitions.Above all, Women of Steel is a keenly observant
diary of life in women's bodybuilding, a must-read for people interested in sports, competition,
physical culture, and gender.
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IntroductionGrowing PainsAn Excursion into the Muscular Terrain of Female
BodybuildingGazing before the Gaze: The Afternoon ShowTHE TIME IS early afternoon on
Saturday, October 17, 1992, in cold, sunny, blustery Chicago during the midst of its first winter
storm. The site of the event for which I have come is the Arie Crown Theater, located on the
bottom floor of the McCormick Center. This enormous facility is right off windy Lake Michigan
and within walking distance of Soldier Field, where the Chicago Bears play. The McCormick
Center, only about 100 yards from the hotel where the judges, competitors, and a sizable
number of fans are staying, is an immense multilevel structure with concrete floors and enough
space for at least two football fields. The escalators take me to the bottom level of the Center
where, in the distance, I see a crowd milling around. The size of the place is so overwhelming
that these activities at first appear inconspicuous and somewhat insignificant. As I continue
walking toward the bustling throng, however, I sense the burgeoning electricity and excitement in
the air. I realize quickly that this gathering is no ordinary assembly of people—and by no means
is this event mundane. The people are female bodybuilding enthusiasts, and the event is the
twelfth annual Ms.Olym-pia, the superbowl of female bodybuilding.Entering the crowd, I see
people strolling around various booths where vendors sell a plethora of bodybuilding products
aimed at enhancing both the bodybuilders’ appearance and their performance. These booths
are strategically positioned in front of the entrance to the auditorium so that everyone must walk
by them, facilitating the purchase of the sundry display items. Although the main event will begin
at 2 o’clock, most people arrive at the scene around 1:00 to check out the twenty-three booths.
Often staffed by current or former female and male bodybuilders, these display booths carry
goods ranging from 100% sturdy cotton T-shirts and sexy lycra body suits, to protein powders,
vitamins, tanning liquids, workout equipment, nutritional supplements, workout shoes, weight-
lifting belts, and many other such products.1 A casual inspection of the items and their prices
reveals that the clothes, many emblazoned with logos—’IFBB,’ ‘Mr. Olympia,’ ‘Ms. Olympia,’
‘Body Under Construction,’ and the like—range in price from twenty to sixty dollars, while the
actual bodybuilding equipment prices soar into the thousands. With ticket prices to the day’s
events extending past $250, the bodybuilding fan needs to have access to an impressive
amount of disposable income. The salespeople for the nutritional supplements answer
questions, hand out free samples of their power bars, sublingual vitamin B-12S, energy drinks,
protein powders, and amino acid powders. Some are well-known bodybuilders themselves and
sign autographs and pose for rolls of photographs with their adoring fans.I notice that while on
the surface these fans are poring over the latest in bodybuilding equipment and apparel, another
more subtle inspection is occurring simultaneously—one focused on the physique of others in
the crowd. When a ‘buff’ bodybuilder saunters by, people unabashedly examine every nuance of



his or her bulging musculature. If you don’t happen to be a person whose body looks sculpted,
then people’s interest in your body and in you quickly wanes, and their attention turns to the
people walking behind you. You do not pass their anatomy test—you know it and they know it—
and the physique examination of others quickly resumes. The message is clear: skinny,
nonmuscular, and generally out-of-shape body types need not apply!Exactly what does it take to
inspire envy in this crowd? ‘The Ideal’ consists of two parts: the body and the presentation of
self. For men, the body-type is a V-shaped torso, starting off at the neck with wide shoulders and
tapering down to a small waist. Arms are huge, perhaps the circumference of an average
person’s thigh. Hair is short, crew cuts are popular. Legs are either hidden behind loose-fitting,
blowzy pants or are flaunted by skin-tight jeans. Even baggy pants can reveal immensely
muscular legs.The female bodybuilders in the crowd prominently display the arms, legs, chest,
and for some, the abdominals. The clothing style for these bodybuilders is revealing: the norm is
a short, low-cut, tight fitting dress, or lycra pants with a snug top, accompanied by high heels,
big, long bouncy hair, lots of makeup, and jewelry. This ‘look’ serves a dual purpose: it displays
both their musculature and their femininity.The presentation of self is an important facet of the
bodybuilding look, whether you are male or female. The ‘look,’ at least on the surface, exudes
confidence, self-assurance, purpose, and perhaps even a contempt for those who lack such
musculature and discipline.2 The confidence of bodybuilders is most noticeable in their gait.
Male and female bodybuilders in the crowd have a particularly slow, purposeful walk. It is an
imperious walk with shoulders back, chest out, arms held out from the sides, and head cocked
back.Many of the female bodybuilders in the throng are not competing in this year’s Ms. Olympia
but are here to be seen by those ‘in the know’ and to see their future competition. Most of these
women are dressed explicitly to display their musculature to their future competitors as well as to
the promoters, sponsors, and journalists in the crowd. Most also apparently have boyfriends or
husbands, because the majority have a man at their side. Amazingly, given the large
musculature of these women, their male companions are even bigger than they are (most
appear to be former or current bodybuilders or powerlifters). The enormity of these men’s
muscles sometimes have the initial effect of making their girlfriends’ muscles appear smaller
than they really are. This reaction, however, is quickly assuaged upon closer inspection. The
double peak of the women’s biceps or their rippling washboard abs can draw attention away
from even their larger male companions. In fact, quite a few female competitors have told me
that male bodybuilders hate to date female bodybuilders because the women detract from the
perceived largeness of their own muscles.The crowd is getting restless, but eventually the
ushers open the auditorium doors around 2:00 and people begin walking through the foyer to
their seats in the darkened auditorium. The only lights are those that illuminate the front stage.
Most of the audience is already seated and eagerly awaiting the head judge’s voice over the
intercom. His voice will signal the stage entrance of the twenty female bodybuilders and the
commencement of the competition. We take our seats and I begin to look around me to
acclimate myself to my new surroundings. A few things catch my eye immediately.The stage is



composed of a four-tiered, light-gray-carpeted platform where the contestants will eventually
stand in two rows, ten bodybuilders per row. The backdrop of the stage contains a prominently
displayed white triangle. In the triangle is an idealized drawing of Joe Weider, who is the co-
founder of the IFBB and the owner of numerous bodybuilding and fitness magazines, as well as
the words ‘Joe Weider’s Ms. Olympia.’ Behind the white triangle is a dark backdrop with little
splatterings of white, which I can only surmise to be a representation of the galaxy. On the white
triangle there are the logos of three companies—Weider, Cybex, and ICOPRO—signifying their
importance as sponsors of the Ms. Olympia event.At the bottom tier of the stage are three more
signs advertising some other major sponsors of the event: Great Earth, IFBB, and VALEO, who
also have booths outside with information about their products. On both sides of the stage stand
dark screens illuminated with the ubiquitous ‘Joe Weider’s Ms. Olympia.’ Joe Weider’s pictures
are everywhere at this event, more common even than those of the bodybuilders. His image
even appears on the large medals given to the winners at the end of contest.The auditorium
itself has two levels. During the preliminaries, the top floor is empty while approximately three-
quarters of the bottom level is filled. There are about 1,500 observers in the audience, their
average age the early thirties. Most of the people are white, about one-quarter are black. There
are slightly more men than women, and most men are heavily muscled. Most people are in
groups of three or more, and most of the couples are male-female.The area closest to the stage
is roped off from the remainder of the audience and contains the judges, the VIPs, and the
photographers; here most of the pre-show commotion occurs. The judges, five women and six
men, are seated at a long table in the front of the stage, conferring with one another. All eleven
judges wear the official IFBB navy bluejacket with an official IFBB seal on the pocket. The male
judges wear matching navy blue ties and light pants. The female judges wear skirts with their
IFBB jackets, in compliance with IFBB regulations.Music playing in the background includes
some recent popular dance tunes such as Bobby Brown’s ‘My Prerogative’ and ‘Ain’t Nobody
Humpin’ Around,’ Janet Jackson’s ‘Escapade,’ Madonna’s ‘Vogue,’ and an old song by Frankie
Goes to Hollywood called ‘Relax, Don’t Do it.’ The hum of the crowd is rising slowly over the
music as more people enter the auditorium and show time approaches.The entrance of the
bodybuilders is inconspicuous and unannounced. The IFBB Chief of Protocol simply leads the
competitors to the foot of the platform from where they ascend, only then receiving cheers and
whistles from the audience. Myriad camera lights simultaneously flash. Many audience
members have come to this event to see a favorite bodybuilder, and they call out the names of
those they support.The bodybuilders walk onto the stage from the right, their dark and hardened
bodies glistening with oil and sweat. People in the crowd begin to crane their necks to see if their
favorite is in top form. Does she look hard, cut, and ripped? How does she compare to the
others, or how has she changed since her last competition? Judging from conversations around
me, many of the bodybuilders are about ten to fifteen pounds smaller than they were at last
year’s Ms. Olympia because IFBB officials have said the female bodybuilders were just too big
last year.Even so, these women are still massively muscled compared to most women and men



you would find on the streets or, for that matter, in gyms. Laura Creavalle and Lenda Murray, two
of the most muscular women on stage, have the most vocal support from the crowd. In fact,
Lenda Murray’s family members are easily discernible in the crowd with their matching white
sweatshirts emblazoned with ‘Lenda Murray, Ms. Olympia 1990-1991.’ Sharon Bruneau and
Anja Schreiner, both of whom have good symmetry but are not as muscular as Lenda or Laura,
are favorites among some of the men in the crowd. A sizable percentage of the crowd appreciate
hard, cut, and ripped muscles on women, and these women get the most vocal support.The
bodybuilders line up in two rows facing the crowd, the panel of eleven judges, and the cameras.
When they reach their places on stage, they assume the semi-relaxed stance, which means that
all muscles are tense, but none of the five mandatory poses are assumed. They are wearing
very small bikinis that ‘must conform to accepted standards of taste and decency.’3 Yet these
bikinis must also ‘reveal the abdominal muscles as well as the lower back muscles.’4 The two
pieces of the bikini are fastened together with two strings, and the fasteners as well as the bikini
must not consist of metallic material or padding.5 The Ms. Olympia competitors’ bathing suits
come in a variety of colors including blue, green, black, white, yellow, orange, red, and last but
not least, pink.Most of the twenty competitors are from the United States. Of the American
women, four are of African descent and eight of European origin. Of the eight competitors from
other countries, one is black. The countries represented in the Ms. Olympia competition are the
United States, Guyana, Canada, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Italy, and Germany.At first look, an
unsuspecting person might think that this is a beauty contest of sorts, and in a way, perhaps it is.
The competitors have some physical characteristics that closely resemble the traditional norms
of femininity exemplified in beauty contests around the world. For instance, an unusually high
number of the Anglo female competitors are blond: out of the eight from the United States, six
are blondes. Of the seven from outside the United States, four are blond. In addition, only one of
all the competitors on stage has short hair, the rest have shoulder-length hair that is tied in a
ponytail, a bun, or a French braid. The bodybuilders who have hair that is shoulder length or
longer wear their hair this way because it is stipulated under IFBB regulation to do so. The IFBB
Guidebook states that ‘during the prejudging for women, the hair must be worn off the shoulders
so as not to hide the musculature of the shoulders and upper back. The hair must be styled for
finals presentation.’6 Furthermore, the female competitors wear plenty of makeup on their faces,
and many have painted nails. However, the competitors may not wear ‘footwear, watches, rings,
bangles, pendants, earrings, wigs, distracting ornamentation or artificial aids to the figure. They
must not chew gum or candy or smoke.’ 7Each contestant smiles while she waits for the
competition to begin. The women seem strangely, supremely confident, especially so in the face
of over one thousand people, most of them men, who are closely scrutinizing their bodies.8 The
parallels between this competition and beauty pageant contests are obvious—the smiles, the
coiffed hair, the makeup and painted nails, the judges, and the ever-present gaze of the
audience.In addition to the numerous feminine elements, however, there are characteristics that
make this event different from a beauty contest. We see images that our eyes have not seen



before, that our minds have not thought possible . . . until now. These women are muscular,
incredibly muscular when compared to the average person on the street, male or female. Yet, at
the same time, they are adorned with traditionally feminine elements such as coiffed hair and
makeup. This combination of the feminine and the muscular is almost surreal. It is a compelling
image regardless of whether one finds the look appealing or repulsive. Today these women
stand proud to display the muscles for which they have worked so hard; yet they present
themselves through some of the most traditional signifiers of femininity. How can this be? How
can these seeming contradictions coexist in a single body?The women athletes look out to the
crowd, anxious for the competition to begin.A Ten-Minute Elimination: The Afternoon Prejudging
RoundsProfessional bodybuilding competitions consist of four judged rounds. The first two
rounds at the Ms. Olympia occur in the afternoon prejudging show and the last two rounds
during the evening show. The first round is the symmetry round in which the judges ‘compare the
competitors in groups of two or three in the semi-relaxed state from the front, back and both
sides.’9 Here judges look for symmetry and balance between muscular groups and musculature
proportional to bone structure. To begin, the first five contestants come down to the front of the
stage, then the second five, and so on until all twenty competitors have been called. Next, the
head judge calls three women at a time whom the judges want to evaluate together so that they
can compare their semi-relaxed physiques more precisely. The contestants face the front in a
semi-relaxed stance. When the head judge says ‘quarter turn to the right,’ the competitors turn to
face the right stage so that the judges can see their side symmetry and proportion. They
continue these right quarter-turns until they are facing the audience again. The head judge
thanks them and they assume their place back in one of the two lines. Then the next group of
three comes down and the ritual is repeated.At this show, the same ten female athletes are
called repeatedly in the course of the forty-five minute period, but in different combinations of
three. These ten women will most likely be the top ten contenders at this year’s Ms. Olympia.
Those familiar with bodybuilding customs know that the head judge’s call-outs in the first ten
minutes of the first round reveal those bodybuilders who are going to finish well. Although the
manifest purpose of the first and second rounds is to evaluate bodybuilders’ symmetry and
muscularity, the latent purpose is to inform the bodybuilders and audience whom the judges
consider to be the contenders for the title. At this point in the contest, those at the competition
can begin to see that there may be other, less tangible, factors that influence which bodybuilders
are chosen for the call-outs. Sometimes those who are the real crowd pleasers are the ones who
are most often called, yet at other times those who are perceived to have already ‘paid their
dues to the sport’ are called on to step forward. Members of the latter group have been in the
sport for a while, followed the rules diligently, and not openly criticized those in the upper
echelon.For those left in the background during the round, the psychological effects can be
devastating. They talk about becoming discouraged and losing their spirit within the first ten
minutes of a meet because the judges have called them out only once: they have been around
the sport long enough to know what this signifies. The women who are not called forward are left



standing semi-relaxed in the back two lines, watching their competitors pose to the cadence of
the head judge’s call: ‘O.K., quarter turn to the right.’ After forty-five minutes, the first round is
over and the competitors exit the stage. There is about a five-minute intermission.Round two is
the muscularity round in which the contestants do a series of five compulsory poses. The poses
for professional female bodybuilders competing in the IFBB contests such as the Ms. Olympia
include (1) front double biceps, (2) side chest, (3) rear double biceps, (4) side triceps, and (5)
two-arm overhead abdominals and quadriceps. When the twenty contestants return to the stage,
the IFBB Chief of Protocol takes their hand and guides them up the stairs to the top of the stage.
With all bodybuilders on stage, three bodybuilders at a time are called out to the front and asked
to do the five compulsory poses. The middle position is considered to be the best position of the
three because the judges want to compare that person’s physique to the two competitors on
either side. It is an ominous sign for any competitor who lines up in the center of the three posers
to be asked to move to one of the two peripheral positions in order to let another competitor
stand in the middle.Again, in this round, the judges continue to call the same women for the
muscularity poses as they had for the first round. For instance, Lenda Murray, Laura Creavalle,
Anja Schreiner, Sandy Riddell, Shelly Beattie, and Diana Dennis are continually asked to come
to the front of the platform to perform the five compulsory poses. Some of the other women are
called only once or twice and have to stand patiently in the rows behind the three women who
are posing for the judges, all the while knowing that they probably will not place in the top ten at
this contest.It is interesting to note the posing style of the reigning Ms. Olympia. She is by far the
most melodramatic ‘performer’ onstage. She takes elaborate measures to emphasize the
importance of her every move. A friend who is witnessing this display with me terms her
performance ‘the Princess Syndrome.’ When I discuss this phenomenon with others who are
familiarwith the sport, they say that this melodramatic display comes with the title of Ms.
Olympia.The final two competitors who are called to the center of the platform are Lenda Murray
and Laura Creavalle. They are the two most muscular female bodybuilders and they have been
called out numerous times throughout the course of these two rounds, but there has always
been a third contestant with them. Now, the head judge simply says, ‘And finally, Lenda Murray
and Laura Creavalle.’ The auditorium goes into a frenzy. There is thunderous yelling, whistling,
and clapping. People yell wildly for their favorite of the two as they ‘go pose for pose’ with one
another. We all know that the outcome of this meet, if the judges’ decisions are solely based on
musculature and symmetry, will come down to these two competitors.InterludeNo other sport10
so embodies the tensions and contradictions between femininity, strength, and muscularity than
female bodybuilding. Bodybuilding is organized, governed, and operated mostly by male social
gatekeepers—officials, judges, and sponsors—who have the power to set and maintain the
judging standards by which female bodybuilders are evaluated. Within this context, my study
poses a series of questions: How is the dilemma of having such strong, powerful, and possibly
radicalizing images of women within a largely male-dominated organization resolved? Is the
image of female bodybuilders actually radicalizing, or has the image been reappropriated in



order to fit within dominant notions of femininity? How does the issue of marketability affect the
images of female bodybuilders? What are the roles ofjudges as social gatekeepers? What are
the female bodybuilders’ responses to the hegemonic definitions and images set by the
predominantly male gatekeepers?To shed light on the construction and negotiation of female
bodybuilders’ femininity, I incorporate a cultural-studies perspective in which I take as a starting
point the notion that gender is not biologically determined but is rather socially constructed (see
appendix B for a brief discussion of this theoretical perspective). Although both women and men
have resources that allow them to either cooperate with or resist existing social arrangements to
varying degrees, men have resources that are not available to women. This inequality of
economic, social, and political resources gives men more power in the negotiation process.
Because of this power disparity, men’s ability to formulate and maintain gender definitions is
enhanced, serving to regulate and constrain women’s behavior and thus supporting gender
inequality.11 Historically, men have had the power to define and set the boundaries of
appropriate and acceptable behaviors and appearances for women, a point to be discussed in
greater detail throughout this study. Although women bring fewer resources into the negotiation
process, they do have some power in which to negotiate and thus influence the outcomes of this
process. In other words, women may partially accept the hegemonic or dominant culture, yet
they may also attempt to redefine, negotiate, or resist it.12 Hence, history illustrates women’s
sometimes conscious and other times unwitting attempts to resist the limited and narrow
definitions placed on them.One of the most effective ways to deal with women who attempt to
resist the gender status quo by dismissing the dominant male-defined norms is to label these
women deviant.13 Most often, the deviant labels connote some query about these women’s
femininity and attractiveness, which may also serve to question their sexuality. For example, the
terms ‘unattractive,’ ‘butch,’ ‘dyke,’ ‘masculine,’ and ‘aggressive’ are often used to describe
women who are perceived to have crossed gender boundaries. One of the arenas in which
social gatekeepers have used deviant labels to keep women from crossing over gender
boundaries is in the arena of sport. Yet, paradoxically, sport is also an arena in which women
have attempted to resist narrow definitions of femininity and womanhood—some with more
success than others.Athletic women, especially women in sports where a show of strength,
muscle, and sweat are prominent, have often been considered outside the boundaries of
appropriate femininity since traditionally these displays have been associated with masculinity.
Two ways these athletic women have historically been treated include (1) being labeled deviant
—unfeminine, manlike, or lesbian, to name a few; or (2)being recast to fit within the dominant
patriarchal views of femininity. An illustration of the latter occurred in 1943, when Chicago Cubs
owner Philip K. Wrigley and his publicity director, Arthur Meyerhoff, began the All-American Girls
Baseball League (AAGBL) and arrived at a strategy to deal with the dilemma of the association
between baseball and masculinity. It was called ‘the femininity principle,’ and it ‘at once denied
the masculinity of female ballplayers yet emphasized the masculinity of their athletic skill. Pastel
skirted uniforms, makeup, long hair, and stringent controls on athletes’ public appearance and



personal lives aimed to highlight the attractive femininity of the ballplayers.’14Because these
women had crossed the boundaries into a ‘male domain,’ Meyerhoff and Wrigley took great
pains to show that these ballplayers were still unquestionably ‘normal’ feminine women who
happened to play baseball. The ‘femininity principle,’ along with other strategies, has been very
successful in either recasting female athletes back into the norms of appropriate femininity or
further marginalizing those athletes who do not eventually conform to the dominant
norms.15The success of social gatekeepers in recasting potentially threatening definitions of
femininity should not be surprising given, among other resources, their power to define
behaviors and appearances as normal or deviant. However, their successes should not detract
from the many female athletes who have attempted to forge daring new definitions of femininity
by participating in sports originally thought to be outside the realm of appropriate femininity: Ivy
Russell, a British weightlifter in the 1930s;16 Abbye ‘Pudgy’ Stockton of the 1940s and 1950s,
considered to be the mother of female bodybuilding;17 and Babe Didrickson, whom many
consider to be the best female athlete of all time.18 All defied the constricting feminine norms of
their times.

Each contestant smiles while she waits for the competition to begin. The women seem strangely,
supremely confident, especially so in the face of over one thousand people, most of them men,
who are closely scrutinizing their bodies.8 The parallels between this competition and beauty
pageant contests are obvious—the smiles, the coiffed hair, the makeup and painted nails, the
judges, and the ever-present gaze of the audience.In addition to the numerous feminine
elements, however, there are characteristics that make this event different from a beauty contest.
We see images that our eyes have not seen before, that our minds have not thought possible . . .
until now. These women are muscular, incredibly muscular when compared to the average
person on the street, male or female. Yet, at the same time, they are adorned with traditionally
feminine elements such as coiffed hair and makeup. This combination of the feminine and the
muscular is almost surreal. It is a compelling image regardless of whether one finds the look
appealing or repulsive. Today these women stand proud to display the muscles for which they
have worked so hard; yet they present themselves through some of the most traditional signifiers
of femininity. How can this be? How can these seeming contradictions coexist in a single body?
The women athletes look out to the crowd, anxious for the competition to begin.A Ten-Minute
Elimination: The Afternoon Prejudging RoundsProfessional bodybuilding competitions consist of
four judged rounds. The first two rounds at the Ms. Olympia occur in the afternoon prejudging
show and the last two rounds during the evening show. The first round is the symmetry round in
which the judges ‘compare the competitors in groups of two or three in the semi-relaxed state
from the front, back and both sides.’9 Here judges look for symmetry and balance between
muscular groups and musculature proportional to bone structure. To begin, the first five
contestants come down to the front of the stage, then the second five, and so on until all twenty
competitors have been called. Next, the head judge calls three women at a time whom the



judges want to evaluate together so that they can compare their semi-relaxed physiques more
precisely. The contestants face the front in a semi-relaxed stance. When the head judge says
‘quarter turn to the right,’ the competitors turn to face the right stage so that the judges can see
their side symmetry and proportion. They continue these right quarter-turns until they are facing
the audience again. The head judge thanks them and they assume their place back in one of the
two lines. Then the next group of three comes down and the ritual is repeated.At this show, the
same ten female athletes are called repeatedly in the course of the forty-five minute period, but
in different combinations of three. These ten women will most likely be the top ten contenders at
this year’s Ms. Olympia. Those familiar with bodybuilding customs know that the head judge’s
call-outs in the first ten minutes of the first round reveal those bodybuilders who are going to
finish well. Although the manifest purpose of the first and second rounds is to evaluate
bodybuilders’ symmetry and muscularity, the latent purpose is to inform the bodybuilders and
audience whom the judges consider to be the contenders for the title. At this point in the contest,
those at the competition can begin to see that there may be other, less tangible, factors that
influence which bodybuilders are chosen for the call-outs. Sometimes those who are the real
crowd pleasers are the ones who are most often called, yet at other times those who are
perceived to have already ‘paid their dues to the sport’ are called on to step forward. Members of
the latter group have been in the sport for a while, followed the rules diligently, and not openly
criticized those in the upper echelon.For those left in the background during the round, the
psychological effects can be devastating. They talk about becoming discouraged and losing
their spirit within the first ten minutes of a meet because the judges have called them out only
once: they have been around the sport long enough to know what this signifies. The women who
are not called forward are left standing semi-relaxed in the back two lines, watching their
competitors pose to the cadence of the head judge’s call: ‘O.K., quarter turn to the right.’ After
forty-five minutes, the first round is over and the competitors exit the stage. There is about a five-
minute intermission.Round two is the muscularity round in which the contestants do a series of
five compulsory poses. The poses for professional female bodybuilders competing in the IFBB
contests such as the Ms. Olympia include (1) front double biceps, (2) side chest, (3) rear double
biceps, (4) side triceps, and (5) two-arm overhead abdominals and quadriceps. When the twenty
contestants return to the stage, the IFBB Chief of Protocol takes their hand and guides them up
the stairs to the top of the stage. With all bodybuilders on stage, three bodybuilders at a time are
called out to the front and asked to do the five compulsory poses. The middle position is
considered to be the best position of the three because the judges want to compare that
person’s physique to the two competitors on either side. It is an ominous sign for any competitor
who lines up in the center of the three posers to be asked to move to one of the two peripheral
positions in order to let another competitor stand in the middle.Again, in this round, the judges
continue to call the same women for the muscularity poses as they had for the first round. For
instance, Lenda Murray, Laura Creavalle, Anja Schreiner, Sandy Riddell, Shelly Beattie, and
Diana Dennis are continually asked to come to the front of the platform to perform the five



compulsory poses. Some of the other women are called only once or twice and have to stand
patiently in the rows behind the three women who are posing for the judges, all the while
knowing that they probably will not place in the top ten at this contest.It is interesting to note the
posing style of the reigning Ms. Olympia. She is by far the most melodramatic ‘performer’
onstage. She takes elaborate measures to emphasize the importance of her every move. A
friend who is witnessing this display with me terms her performance ‘the Princess Syndrome.’
When I discuss this phenomenon with others who are familiarwith the sport, they say that this
melodramatic display comes with the title of Ms. Olympia.The final two competitors who are
called to the center of the platform are Lenda Murray and Laura Creavalle. They are the two
most muscular female bodybuilders and they have been called out numerous times throughout
the course of these two rounds, but there has always been a third contestant with them. Now, the
head judge simply says, ‘And finally, Lenda Murray and Laura Creavalle.’ The auditorium goes
into a frenzy. There is thunderous yelling, whistling, and clapping. People yell wildly for their
favorite of the two as they ‘go pose for pose’ with one another. We all know that the outcome of
this meet, if the judges’ decisions are solely based on musculature and symmetry, will come
down to these two competitors.InterludeNo other sport10 so embodies the tensions and
contradictions between femininity, strength, and muscularity than female bodybuilding.
Bodybuilding is organized, governed, and operated mostly by male social gatekeepers—
officials, judges, and sponsors—who have the power to set and maintain the judging standards
by which female bodybuilders are evaluated. Within this context, my study poses a series of
questions: How is the dilemma of having such strong, powerful, and possibly radicalizing images
of women within a largely male-dominated organization resolved? Is the image of female
bodybuilders actually radicalizing, or has the image been reappropriated in order to fit within
dominant notions of femininity? How does the issue of marketability affect the images of female
bodybuilders? What are the roles ofjudges as social gatekeepers? What are the female
bodybuilders’ responses to the hegemonic definitions and images set by the predominantly
male gatekeepers?To shed light on the construction and negotiation of female bodybuilders’
femininity, I incorporate a cultural-studies perspective in which I take as a starting point the
notion that gender is not biologically determined but is rather socially constructed (see appendix
B for a brief discussion of this theoretical perspective). Although both women and men have
resources that allow them to either cooperate with or resist existing social arrangements to
varying degrees, men have resources that are not available to women. This inequality of
economic, social, and political resources gives men more power in the negotiation process.
Because of this power disparity, men’s ability to formulate and maintain gender definitions is
enhanced, serving to regulate and constrain women’s behavior and thus supporting gender
inequality.11 Historically, men have had the power to define and set the boundaries of
appropriate and acceptable behaviors and appearances for women, a point to be discussed in
greater detail throughout this study. Although women bring fewer resources into the negotiation
process, they do have some power in which to negotiate and thus influence the outcomes of this



process. In other words, women may partially accept the hegemonic or dominant culture, yet
they may also attempt to redefine, negotiate, or resist it.12 Hence, history illustrates women’s
sometimes conscious and other times unwitting attempts to resist the limited and narrow
definitions placed on them.One of the most effective ways to deal with women who attempt to
resist the gender status quo by dismissing the dominant male-defined norms is to label these
women deviant.13 Most often, the deviant labels connote some query about these women’s
femininity and attractiveness, which may also serve to question their sexuality. For example, the
terms ‘unattractive,’ ‘butch,’ ‘dyke,’ ‘masculine,’ and ‘aggressive’ are often used to describe
women who are perceived to have crossed gender boundaries. One of the arenas in which
social gatekeepers have used deviant labels to keep women from crossing over gender
boundaries is in the arena of sport. Yet, paradoxically, sport is also an arena in which women
have attempted to resist narrow definitions of femininity and womanhood—some with more
success than others.Athletic women, especially women in sports where a show of strength,
muscle, and sweat are prominent, have often been considered outside the boundaries of
appropriate femininity since traditionally these displays have been associated with masculinity.
Two ways these athletic women have historically been treated include (1) being labeled deviant
—unfeminine, manlike, or lesbian, to name a few; or (2)being recast to fit within the dominant
patriarchal views of femininity. An illustration of the latter occurred in 1943, when Chicago Cubs
owner Philip K. Wrigley and his publicity director, Arthur Meyerhoff, began the All-American Girls
Baseball League (AAGBL) and arrived at a strategy to deal with the dilemma of the association
between baseball and masculinity. It was called ‘the femininity principle,’ and it ‘at once denied
the masculinity of female ballplayers yet emphasized the masculinity of their athletic skill. Pastel
skirted uniforms, makeup, long hair, and stringent controls on athletes’ public appearance and
personal lives aimed to highlight the attractive femininity of the ballplayers.’14Because these
women had crossed the boundaries into a ‘male domain,’ Meyerhoff and Wrigley took great
pains to show that these ballplayers were still unquestionably ‘normal’ feminine women who
happened to play baseball. The ‘femininity principle,’ along with other strategies, has been very
successful in either recasting female athletes back into the norms of appropriate femininity or
further marginalizing those athletes who do not eventually conform to the dominant
norms.15The success of social gatekeepers in recasting potentially threatening definitions of
femininity should not be surprising given, among other resources, their power to define
behaviors and appearances as normal or deviant. However, their successes should not detract
from the many female athletes who have attempted to forge daring new definitions of femininity
by participating in sports originally thought to be outside the realm of appropriate femininity: Ivy
Russell, a British weightlifter in the 1930s;16 Abbye ‘Pudgy’ Stockton of the 1940s and 1950s,
considered to be the mother of female bodybuilding;17 and Babe Didrickson, whom many
consider to be the best female athlete of all time.18 All defied the constricting feminine norms of
their times.Recently, scholars, particularly those in cultural studies, have argued that the
institutions of sports and sportslike activities are important arenas in which to examine the



construction and maintenance of—as well as the resistance to—the hegemonic gendered
power relations found in the United States.19 For instance, it was maintained that ‘in relatively
stable liberal capitalist democracies, power is reproduced effectively through a variety of means;
sport clearly is one of these means, in many of its forms and manifestations. But it can also be a
means, whereby alternative values are protected, or developed and nurtured, and at times
mobilized against a dominant culture.’20 Others have also examined sport and its role in the
continuation and contestation of power, in particular gendered power, in patriarchal capitalist
societies.21It was argued that although the current wave of women’s athleticism expresses a
sincere attempt by women for equality, control of their own bodies, and self-definition, there are
‘historical limits and constraints imposed by a consumption-oriented corporate capitalism and
men’s continued attempts to retain power and privilege over women.’22 Thus, organized sport,
as a cultural sphere defined largely by patriarchal priorities, will continue to be ‘an important
arena in which emerging images of active, fit, and muscular women are forged, interpreted,
contested, and incorporated.’ 23In the late 1970s, a sport that could potentially challenge the
current hegemonic notions of femininity emerged on the sporting horizon in the form of female
bodybuilding.24 Here is a sport in which images of fit and muscular women are seemingly
accepted and promoted. Yet how do the patriarchal and capitalist interests and priorities of the
sport shape these muscular images? Furthermore, how will women’s attempts at equality,
corporal control, and self-definition play out in this muscular economic-political terrain?The
Women of Steel and the GatekeepersMy sample includes competitive bodybuilders,
International Federation of Bodybuilders (IFBB) and National Physique Committee (NPC)
officials and judges, and journalists who cover the sport. Throughout the book, I use
pseudonyms to protect the identity of those who participated in this study. Overall, the vast
majority of my sample are Americans; of the thirty-seven respondents, only one is a citizen of
another country. The sample of bodybuilders is represented mostly by Anglos (70%) with African
Americans and Latinas comprising the rest. Asian Americans were not represented. The
fourteen bodybuilders in this study represent women along the continuum of competition levels:
slightly more than 40 percent compete at the professional level, approximately 30 percent
compete at the national amateur level, and almost 30 percent compete at the state amateur
level. On average these women have been competing for six years. Although none of the women
grew up hoping to become a bodybuilder, some showed a fascination with muscles and
musculature development at an early age. Most got involved in bodybuilding unintentionally—by
working out at a gym, not with purpose of becoming a competitive bodybuilder, but to get back in
shape or to recover from an injury. Their ages ranged from twenty-four to forty-six, with the
average age being thirty-three. Forty-three percent have received a college degree, 14 percent
have a high school diploma with some college experience, and 43 percent have a high school
degree with no college experience. More demographic information about the interviewees can
befound in appendix A.Because officials are also likely to be contest judges, I combine these
two categories for the demographic information. In the text, I separate these two positions



depending on what role the person is assuming. Of the twenty officials/judges, 55 percent are
men and 45 percent are women. Seventy-five percent of this group are Anglo, 5 percent are
African American, 5 percent are Asian American, and 15 percent are Hispanic. Judges and
officials are older than bodybuilders, and most had competed as bodybuilders before becoming
judges and/or officials. The average age of the male judges/officials is forty-seven, with a range
from thirty-eight to sixty-nine; for female officials/judges, the average age is thirty-four, with a
range from thirty to forty-five. Of the female judges, eight out of nine, or approximately 90
percent, have participated or are currently participating as competitive bodybuilders. Of the male
judges, six out of eleven, or 55 percent, are either currently participating or have participated as
competitive bodybuilders.In addition, I have interviewed three bodybuilding journalists—two
women and one man.Methodological IssuesIn order to examine the substantive questions and
to elucidate the mechanisms involved in the construction and negotiation of femininity, as well as
the reproduction and contestation of gendered power in the sport of female bodybuilding, I used
a combination of ethnographic observation and in-depth semi-structured interviews. From the
fall of 1991 to the spring of 1993, I conducted a total of thirty-seven interviews with female
bodybuilders, NPC and IFBB female and male judges and officials, and journalists. I met many
at bodybuilding competitions either through others I had interviewed, through key informants, or
by recognizing them from their magazine photos, and I interviewed most of them on the phone
after they had returned home from a competition. The interview for the female bodybuilders
consisted of numerous open-ended questions in five general areas: sports socialization, the
process of getting ready for a meet and the meet experience, attitudes about judging, attitudes
about the importance of attractiveness for female bodybuilders and about what look constitutes
the ideal in female bodybuilding, and attitudes about their own experiences in the sport and the
future of the sport. The interview for the female and male judges, which is included in appendix
C, also consisted of open-ended questions in four general areas: sports socialization, judging
experiences, attitudes about the importance of attractiveness of female bodybuilders, and their
vision of the future of female bodybuilding. These interviews, which were taped and transcribed,
lasted from thirty minutes to two hours and were filled with personal stories—some of
determination and triumph, others of frustration and despair. The female bodybuilders with
whom I spoke embodied many of the apparent contradictions and tensions of the sport: they
appeared to be confident and took charge at some points during the interviews, while at other
times they seemed more timid and meek.For the participant observations, I took extensive notes
while observing how bodybuilding meets are run and organized. In all, I observed five different
bodybuilding shows: three regional shows, including the 1991 Texas Cup, the 1992 Texas
Championships, and the 1992 Lackland Classic,- two professional shows, including the 1992
Ms. Olympia and the 1993 Ms. International. The observations that I conducted allowed me to
see what the protocol is for bodybuilding shows, what types of people go to these events, what
bodybuilders look like when they are on stage, what types of poses they are asked to do, the
role the audience plays, the role of vendors who sell bodybuilding products at shows. I could



also see for myself what types of bodybuilders win at these different levels of competition.In
addition to observing bodybuilding contests and conducting in-depth interviews, I had the
opportunity to watch individuals working out with free weights since some of my interviews were
conducted in regional gyms. This aspect of the research is important because, as the
participants in this study asserted, the gym environment is an integral part of a bodybuilder’s life.
Thus, by watching people work out and interact with one another and by looking at the gym
environment, I became more cognizant of the role of the gym, its ambiance, the interaction of its
members, and the role it plays in the lives of bodybuilders, especially when they are getting
ready for a bodybuilding competition. Furthermore, I had access to a few bodybuilders in the
local area and watched them train,- I also had the chance to ask them numerous questions
about the whys, whens, and hows of training for bodybuilding shows, which gave me an
appreciation of what is entailed in a bodybuilder’s workout routine. In fact, on a couple of
occasions, I worked out with a bodybuilder to see what it was like to train for a meet. I regretted
this endeavor, however, because for days afterwards I experienced more muscle soreness than I
ever imagined possible. For more information about my methodological procedures, please refer
to appendix B.The Language of BodybuildingAlso, as I spoke to people involved in
bodybuilding, I realized that the sport had its own unique jargon—words that describe degrees
of muscularity, water retention, workout strategies, and the like. Because these terms are
included in quotations from those I interviewed, I have included a glossary of terms (see
appendix D) to assist the reader in understanding this terminology.What is fascinating about the
language of bodybuilding is that much of this sport’s jargon is filled with hidden meanings about
gender. If these terms were used elsewhere, they would have very different connotations. For
instance, the word, ‘ripped’ among college students probably connotes a level of intoxication.
However, in bodybuilding, the word means that the muscles are well-defined and prominent. The
bodybuilding jargon communicates ideas about what the physique should and should not look
like. In doing so, it also construes connotations about femininity and masculinity and their
relationship to bodybuilding and muscles. For instance, in bodybuilding, words such as ‘hard,’
lean,’ ‘cut,’ ‘shredded,’ ‘ripped,’ and ‘striated’ are terms toward which one strives. They represent
the ideal ‘look’ that bodybuilders want on the day of the meet. They indicate that there is little
subcutaneous fat and water under the skin, that the muscle is as close to the skin as possible
without any extraneous substances in between the two so that all muscles are prominent. This is
evidence that the bodybuilder has done an effective job of working out, dieting, and dehydrating
themselves for the meet.On the other hand, the looks that a bodybuilder does not want are ‘soft’
and ‘smooth.’ These terms connote too much water retention and improper dieting, or that the
muscles have ‘already peaked.’ Some of this jargon, while communicating what is good and
what is bad, may also serve to reproduce different ideas about gender, i.e., ‘hard’ is oftentimes
associated with masculinity while ‘soft’ and ‘smooth’ are associated with femininity.Finally, to
illustrate further the gendered language of bodybuilding, I include the term used to describe
gynecomastia, a condition that men get when they take steroids that enlarge their breast tissue.



According to Weber, the most common reason that male bodybuilders have plastic surgery is to
reduce gynecomastia,25 a condition they call “bitch tits.”Appendix E lists a table of various
bodybuilders mentioned in the book, described on a continuum based on degrees of size and
femininity.Back to the Finals of the 1992 Ms. Olympia Contest. The Pose-Down: The Evening
EventsThere are approximately two thousand people in the audience for the evening show.26
Many of the people who were at the afternoon performance are at the evening competition as
well. However, there are numerous new faces in the crowd. The people are dressed as if they
were going out on the town on a Saturday night—in fact, that is exactly what they are doing.
Most of the women are wearing short, tight leather dresses or skirts. The men are dressed in
jeans or leather pants, ties, and leather jackets. The most common fabric for both women and
men appears to be leather in many different colors and textures. No doubt this choice of fabrics
is due to the nature of leather: it is extremely body-hugging and reveals every muscular ripple
and nuance the wearer’s body has to offer the voyeurs in the crowd.The crowd is abuzz with
excitement. The doors to the auditorium have not yet opened, so people are still milling around
the booths.27 There are a few additions to the afternoon display, the most notable being the
arrival of a number of well-known professional and amateur bodybuilders who are here to
promote and sell various bodybuilding products. People swarm around the booths they occupy
to get a view and autographs.As I wait for the show to start, I walk around the booth area and
notice that Big Mike Matarazzo, one of the bodybuilders behind the booths, has agreed to have
his picture taken with some of his fans. I observe how he talks tothe hordes of people around
him, and how he graciously accepts their requests to have photos taken with him. I turn to go,
only to hear shrieks: Mike has taken off his shirt and is doing some poses for the impressed
crowd. As Mike flexes, cameras flash, people gawk.I walk over to a booth where a long line of
people are waiting to see Cory Everson, six-time winner of Ms. Olympia. She has the biggest
gathering of people of any bodybuilder at the booths. For about an hour, there is a steady line of
thirty to forty people to meet Cory and get a picture and autograph from her. She is promoting a
certain brand of workout clothes and signs pictures of herself for ten dollars each. In addition to
the famous bodybuilders behind the various booths, there are also some in the crowd. Carla
Dunlap, Bev Francis, and Sergio Oliva are in attendance—all of whom attract an impressive
gathering of admirers.A little after 8 o’clock, the ushers open the doors and people find their
assigned seats. ESPN cameras have been set up to telecast the show live around the world.
Ben Weider, the president of the International Federation of Bodybuilders, comes on stage to
welcome the competitors and the audience members to the twelfth annual Ms. Olympia Contest.
He then introduces the announcer, an Australian, who in turn presents Weider with a stuffed
koala bear. The announcer, who has an almost incomprehensible accent, introduces the twenty
contestants who are brought on stage by the IFBB Chief of Protocol. The contestants line up
precisely where they stood during the preliminaries and, as they are introduced, the audience
members, who are a bit more subdued now than during the afternoon show, applaud and cheer.
In turn, the competitors smile and strike a pose. After everyone is introduced, the competitors file



off stage to get ready for the third round of judging.According to the IFBB Guidebook, round
three is the ‘free posing’ round.28 Here the bodybuilders do ‘individual free posing to the music
of each competitor’s choice.’29 Each free-posing routine lasts about ninety seconds to three
minutes, and it consists of a combination of dance movements and posing to display one’s
muscles. This part of the show is considered to be the most aesthetic and memorable aspect of
the competition. In fact, many bodybuilders hire choreographers to help them organize their
musical presentations in order to set themselves apart from their competitors.For this part of the
show, the bodybuilders can choose any piece of music they wish. Most pick current dance hits,
although some choose less-popular personal favorites. The point of this round is to dazzle the
audience and judges with creativity and style. The bodybuilders must work out ‘an intelligent
presentation of the muscles choreographed together with music.’30 No props may be used.
Certain poses are prohibited because they are considered too lewd. For instance, one forbidden
pose is the hamstring pose, whereby the athlete turns her back to the audience and leans
forward as if stretching her legs.At the end of the free-posing round, there is an intermission,
which allows the audience members an opportunity to stretch and get some refreshments.
When the show restarts, a personal touch of community is expressed when the announcer asks
the audience for a moment of silence in honor of Mohammed Benaziza, a professional male
bodybuilder, who died of heart arrhythmia at the last show in the European Grand Prix series.
Benaziza’s death was rumored to have been caused by overdosing on diuretics.The ‘pose down’
is the fourth and last round of the contest. The top six candidates simultaneously go through the
compulsory poses, which are called out by the head judge. These are followed by a series of
free poses which they believe best highlight their musculature and symmetry, all done to music
chosen by the promoter of the show. The contestants pose in front of the judges, vying for the
best position. To do so, they continually step in front of one another to block the judges’ vision,
and sometimes the best bodybuilders will go pose for pose next to each other to compare
muscles. Some bodybuilders nudge others out of their way. This part of the contest could easily
lead to a shoving match between contestants, but the brawlers would be disqualified from the
contest and perhaps be suspended from the IFBB.The announcer informs us of the start of the
pose down. The music begins and the women start posing to the music and inching closer to
one another and the judges. Lenda Murray winds up in the middle, and Laura Creavalle scoots
in next to her, and they go pose for pose. Other contestants try to get close to Lenda to compare
their muscles with hers because they know that she is the one to beat. Whenever she does a
particular pose, others follow suit, doing the exact same pose right next to her. Shouts and
whistles reach a feverish pitch as audience members yell for their favorite contestant. Other
contenders try to step in between Lenda and Laura, and eventually one does, but everyone
knows between whom the real contest is. An equal number of fans are cheering for Laura and
Lenda. The music stops and the six women get back in line to await the judges’ decision.The
IFBB Chief of Protocol gets the official final score sheet from the judges. He takes it to the
announcer who will inform the crowd of the placings, beginning with tenth place and continuing



until he has announced the 1992 Ms. Olympia. Each of these athletes gets prize money and a
trophy or medal.31 Two of the sponsors of Ms. Olympia hand out the prizes for places ten
through four, and Ben Weider awards the first three places. Shelley Beattie places third. Laura
Creavalle is announced as second-place winner, leaving Lenda Murray as Ms. Olympia.32 The
majority of the crowd responds with deafening whistles and claps, while those who have been
rooting for Laura react with the requisite boos and hisses. Laura first responds by pretending to
strangle Lenda, and then the two well-respected competitors embrace. Camera lights flash. For
her hard work, Lenda wins $35,000.00 and a gold medal with Joe Weider’s image. Perhaps most
important for her, the victory enhances her marketability.As a sociologist, I sit in the audience
looking at the activities on stage, wondering what must be running through the minds of the
contestants, judges, and fans I see before me. Female bodybuilding is indeed filled with
interesting paradoxes that have created considerable controversy— particularly this past
season. To date, no one seems to be able to answer the question of how female bodybuilders
should be judged. Should they be evaluated by the same judging standards as male
bodybuilders, i.e., by their muscles and symmetry? Or is there an additional issue, that of
femininity, which female bodybuilders must somehow put into the equation? I wonder what the
bodybuilders on stage and the fans sitting next to me think about next year’s female
bodybuilding season—what type of physique the officials and judges will reward. The future is
uncertain, but for now the Ms. Olympia contenders, who represent the best of female
bodybuilders, are congratulating the winner, and photographers are hurriedly snapping pictures
of the current three-time reigning queen.

ONEMuscle BoundWell, I was always a track athlete, somekind of athlete. Since I was five years
old Iwas a gymnast and I was a competitivegymnast.. . . Then I went to college and rantrack for
one year and I was too skinny andtoo small and they wanted me to getstronger and build my
body up so they putme on a weight program three days a week.I started seeing phenomenal
growth. Especially in college you gain that fifteenpounds. I gained a little bit of weight andwhat
happened after that is my muscularitygrew because my body was ready for that. Iquit track and I
wanted to keep doing something physical so I joined a gym and justkept working out.—Diane, a
professional female bodybuilder 1

meaning of a woman of steel, women of steel meaning

The New Encyclopedia of Modern Bodybuilding: The Bible of Bodybuilding, Fully Updated and
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Chad Radford, “Very Informative Book. This is a really interesting book indeed that points out
that there is a male hegemony that dictates how female bodybuilders develop and present
themselves. Its a constant struggle for bodybuilders because they never know whether they
need to develop more muscle or go for a softer more feminine look and are in a state of constant
confusion and frustration. These women who represent power are really quite powerless in their
sport the author asserts. Its a very interesting read but I deducted one star because the author
has a terrible habit of having passages of some great quotes from bodybuilders and the contest
judges and then she proceeds to simply repeat what was just in the quote. Its like reading the
same thing twice. It is annoying indeed. Still I do recommend this book for female bodybuilding
fans.”

Jennifer King, “Super interesting, in depth look into the female bodybuilding .... Super
interesting, in depth look into the female bodybuilding world and the politics of female
bodybuilding, including bodybuilding competitions. Love this book!”

Peter Woods, “A Sociologist Examines Female Bodybuilding. I enjoyed this book and found it
provided some fascinating perspectives on women in bodybuilding. This narrative research
report examines the motivations, relationships and formative experiences of female
bodybuilders. The insights lifted the two dimensional physique pictures of athletes to a
deep,rich and empathic portrayal of women in a largely frustrating sport. It's hard to believe that
women who are so strong are dominated by shallow definitions of 'femininity' and by the
unimaginative, sexist male gatekeepers of the industry. The research is a little dated (1992), and
the small sample size of female bodybuilders did not provide sufficient diversity to broaden
application of findings. I was left hoping that follow-up research would be conducted on these
athletes, to examine their departure from the sport and the effects of their bodybuilding history
on their current life.”

The book by Maria R. Lowe has a rating of  5 out of 4.1. 5 people have provided feedback.
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