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Seif-Images of Women Bodybuilders

Robert W. Duffl
University of Portland

Lawrence K. Hong
California State University. Los Angeles

In analvzing whe daa From & questonnaite servey of 203 competitive women
[ AT ducicd by the b ional Federation of Bady-Builders, the authors
stiermpd b find o bow these women deline their rokes. Whatemerges from ihe analysic
i & new concepd of femminity thal combings aspects of the irditional definiies with
added dimengians of muscularty and body symmetry, They see moscalarity. fitness.,
sirenpih, and bealth w ingvessing Wheir femininey . sdding w their attracuveness as
wonkn, and inehuasing their sex appeal to men. They du et see themeelves as 2mulating
men. Relatively fow see themselves as feminist. or amlrogy nisis,

Powertul backs, coeded thighs, Nexed biceps. and washboard abdominals have been
symbobs of Taaseulnity i American sociory. Quige recently . however, the sport of women's
bodybuilding has become popular and many American women are now striving to achieve
muscular development previously onfy desired and considered atiamable by men.

The spest of women™s biddybuilding has grown rapidly and bas achieved profes-
siomal status. The first known contest was beld in Canton, Ohio in 1977 fWennerstrom.
19841, and the first widely publicized comest, The Firsr World Women s Bodvbuilding
Chempionship, was held in Los Angeles w1979, Today, numerous comtests are held
throughout the country. and international contests arc proliferating. A series of profes-
siomal coneests have been organized offering women badvbuilders prize money as high
as $50.000. Over 3.000 women now belong to the American Federaion of Women
Bodybuilders (AFWE). Top-tated p wads can make sk ial incomes from a come
bination of prize money. product endorsements, photo sales, seminars, SUCSL APPearances.
gy openings, and so ferth.

The mass imedia has given much arention 10 the Sport, and »0me Major contests
arg being covered by television. Numerous books have been written on He subject. Ar-

The amhaors would like to thank Dons Barrilleaus, Chairwoman of the IFBE Women's Com-
mittee, and Ben Weider, President of the Iernarional Federation of Body-Buslders for allowing us
access bo Iheir survey daa,

Direct all correspondence 1o Roben W, Dulf, Dept. of Psychology amd Sociul Sciences, Uni-
versity of Portland. Portland. OF 972005,
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ticks and phato stories on the sporl and un spec‘lﬁc participants are commonly being car-
ried by newspapers, popular zazines, amd talk shows. The number
aml sale of truscle magazines. whn:h nowe usually cover hath male and femate bodybuilding,
have grown tremendously. paralleling the growth of the women’s sport. Two movies aboug
the sponl bave recently been completed. onc for television and another for theater
distribution,

The imipact of the spon on styles and {astes 1m society seems 1 be both rapid amd
far reaching. Women bodybuilders are now being used b narioewile advettising (ehl
1983). The flexing of biceps, previowsly @ symbol of line beh and ronsidered
quite inapproprigte for females, is now commonly found among models In women's
magazines such as Fogwe, Hurper's Bazarre, Glamowr, Cosmopiiton. and Mademoiselle,

However, as in other aspects of the sex role revaolution in American socicty, there
are considerable confusions and o sigs over the role of women bodybuilders. How
do these women define themselves? Are they rejecting raditional femininity in favor of
masculinity? 1s a new concepd of femininity emetging. replacing the old one but indepen-
dent of masculinity? Or are these women secing themselves as andropynists who synthesize
masculinity and f2minmity? This paper atempts 10 answer seme of these quesions.

Sowrce of Dats

The paper is based on the Nindings of a survey of 205 women bodybuilders con-
ducted by the Imemational Federation of Body-Bulders (IFBRB) in laie 1962 and eathy
1953, The survey focuses on the sell-image of women in the sport, their fears and con-
cerns over how the spont is developing, and their personal goals and ideals. Question-
naltes were senk 1o subseribers of the Superior Plivsigie Association (SPA) News, anews-
ledier for persons i i in female bodybmlding, and wo over §.600 registered smtenr
competitors in the spost. The quesii ire was also published in a number of bodybuilding
magazines. byt only seven responses were received from these sources. We recgived ac-
cess Io the survey in the fall of (983

Althrogh the tal retuen was smail. constinting, only abuwt 75 of the nunber of
guestionnaires mailed, the respondents did appear 1o represen a wide specurum of women
in the spont Responses were reccived from 4 states aml sin were received from outside
the U5, Ages ranged rom 12 to 55, afthough 203 were between 20 and 30 and over $0%
were berween 18 and 36; some 46 were raarried and 53 % were single: there were amatenrs
and professionals. as well as muny of the most well-known competitors.

The majority of respondents (74% ) were active compelitors in the spori. Many of
thase who list themselves gs 1ot a¢tive weTe either sidelined from compelition because
wf an injury or inlending to enter their fivst contest i the near futurc or are presently retived.
In general, they rained from 3 10 & days per week and from 1 142 1o X hours per trining
day. Training varied depending on how vloge they were 10 competition They were most
likely 1o trwin alone (31 % ) or with a male parmer {22% ), often their husband or boy lriend.
Few trained with other women (6% ),

The questieonnaire consists of a shorl backgreund information section and 51 gues-
tons. most requiring fixed-choice answers but many of the questions asking for further
elaboration on the answer. Most of the respondents supplememed their answers (o the
closed-ended questions with pages of clarifications and comments.
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Masculinity in Muscularity?

Mass Versus Symmetty

Perhaps the most common perception of women b 5 by the general public
is that shey are repecting femininity m favor of masculinity. They want to be sirong and
muscular like men, Why do you want to look like a man®” is e question many women
badybuilders have heard. In fact, there has been a heated controversy over this matter.
Within the circle of women bodybuilders. this controversy is referred 10 as the Mass vi.
Svmmerry argument (Gaines & Butler, 1984), Should women bodybuilders emulate their
THake P mi’nmaking lariey and vaacularr:y their pnmary concerns? Or, shoukd
women use bodyk gt enh: their femininny by hasizing muscle toning and
the development of 2 strong, sleek body? Should we!l-developed shapely muscle grwps
be the goat of women bodybuilders rather than size?

Haow did the women in thiz study side on this controversy? How important was
museularity? One guestion in the sirvey that may cast some light on their artudes toward
this issie was: Should muscularity. ot the cost of shape and balance, be rewarded? Mast
of the respondents answered negatively. Tn fact, only about 13% of them agreed with the
question, It is quite clear that the women it this sady did not embrace muscolarity at
the expense of symmetty. Here were some of their comments:

The spert is bodybuilding, ma bodybulking.

I think savsculanty. vascalanty #nd siziatons arc very impodant. However, 1 think
Whe women should still Jeok Tike a women. And you must also realize thut some wormen
no matier how hard they irenn and dier, they will simply not develop vascalarity—
natyrally.

Mothing should come before shape and balance

Huwever, i s alse quite clear from their comuems that they were nol rejecting
muscularity per se bt only muscularity without shape and balance. Spme 69% of them
suigd they personally liked large biceps and abdomingls on a woman.

Another question which seems o throw some light on the same issue was, “Can
a women develop 100 much musele? ™ OF the respondents, 47% said yes while 47% alse
said tr. Most of thein added eommments w explain their answers. OF thise 96 respondens
who answered yes, 33 commented in ways that indicated they had o problem with the

Iny between ¢ tar develop and fi imity. E. les of their
COMMENnis ane:

Some women ook like men—if you cut their hair and took off sheir makeup you could
mever tell the difierence. This is nod deminine and should not be rewarded. It only gives
Tise to speculaion that women b bders are dykes and pushes the spon hackwards.
Too mkch muscle does o look feminitg m my opition, and | 4o mor Jeel of is very
becoming,

A woman should be firm and shapely. not bulging.

1 feel @ woman can be strong and moscular without having veins and 22 n. biceps.
Tihink it & importa 10 have great k ¥ muscular develop withoul look-
ing like a man,

Twelve others who answered (hat yes, women can develop oo much muscle,
focused on the lack of symimetry and proportion. One of these woines commented:
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Soeme women g2t oUN of proportion and soime 261 musche bourd™ instead of elongaled
sleek lines.

Fourteen more considered extrems muscularity in women unnamral and they
were concerted that some women bodybuilders were wsing drisgs #0 achieve massive
niuscular development. Two rypical comments were:

A vonkin develops foo moch mousche with drug use. bae no naurally.
From drug wse they begin we lnok manly.

In sum, those respondents who believed women ¢
were afraid that women bodybuilders could lose their femi

develop wo much muscle
ity with too much ¢mphasis

on muscularity, Excessive muscularity. they c ded, was . jeal,
©Ff Lnnatural,

Many of the 96 women whi responded (hat women cannot devel op (oo much mus-
cle also shared the views of the alft ned respond And 22 d abcun

A woman’s naturally jow level of testosteronc which hunits ber muscular potential, They
sadd women cannet gel o much muscle unless they wse drugs:

Naturally, | don't beligve o weoman™s hormones will allow hor we deselop 1w mach
muscle.” Bur, with the use of stervads | do believe i possible. Without drug wsage,
¥ dan't think it is possible,

MNaturally she can’t. Nature inkes care of it

Mo because women do nod have e male hommone by over-develop.

Another 18 women focused on symmeiry and argued ihat @ woman cantot develop s
miuch muscle unless ber physique is unbalanced:

A voman whe i developing muscle that is proportionate and compleneniary @ Reo
physique ar a wowman caniar develop won much muscle. b alt inothe proper place-
mens af fascle.

Both of these above groups of respondents. representing a good portion of those
who sabd that a woman cannet develop loo much muscle. clearty could conceive of situa-
tions in which 2 womsan might beeome overdeveloped—il she wved drugs 10 promote
development or if she developed in a nonsymmerrical way.

Musculorin Maximus

Finally, 1wo groups of women appeared to share an androgynoas orientation albeit
they also seemed W have some differences in eaplaining iheir neganive answer. Abow
16 respondents pointed oul the subjective character of the guestion and the value judg-
menl required 10 say yes, in addition (@ exhibiting 2 total lack of concern with the disting-
tion b feminine and line body types:

Muscle development 1s an Individual decision. What may be too much 10 one person
may be anractve or considered ‘well-developed’ w onother Being sble to take
bodybuilding 1o the exem each individual wanis is ene of the most neat hings abou it

Dumly quastion. Whan is oo much? | don't know.
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OF cotse not. Who is 1o define what wou wuch muscle k7 The spon is bodybuilding,
e bady ennibuilding

However, 25 respondents secmed 1o adopt a sirright andregynous perspective:

Ewery wonan has a physical Bmit to her development, she should feel free o work
wr the limit t1his 15 assuming that dhe woman is hol on drugs).

Too uch™ A woran can develop anly ay much as she s able—haw can that be oo
much? We should seek perfection in this an, Move muscle,

Mo, Seroe femates cun develop rone Tingscies tham others. They are 2bbe 1o do dhis
because their Bouly comainy more of the hormone icaostecone. They ane fust max-
imizing their wwn physical potenial.

[ don't think ther s wnwihing more amvacove thap o museular. firen body

Each has her oaenl goal—masimum porentisl.

The androgynons oremation expressed by these last two groups of respondents.
however, reprcsents 4 minority opmion. This back of concern for maintzining sex role
standarls—develop wo pour own fall patential no matter what ofhers may think—scemed
w be hetd by an estimated 20% of the respondents in this survey.

Flex Appeat is Sex Appeal

None of the women in Lis study expressed in dheir answers any desire w become
like men. On the contrary, the kirge majoriny were imerested in developing a body which
is heshhy, ctearly female, and physically anvactive, Mosl [l they have accomplished
this. While muny respondents acknowledged hat the peneral public holds a negative
sterentype of female boudybuilders, 63% said thay the reactions they personally received
frot the public were positive or generally positive [roim both sexes. Another 14% said
men reacted positively but not women. Tnierescingly, only 4% smd the opposite: that wamen
appreciatcd them but men didn’t, This is congruent with Franck™s (1984a) findings thar
men rale women bodybunders mere aitractive than women do. Together, over 77% of
the respondents said men liked the iody rype shey had created. and about 67% said women
did, Only 3% suid they received negative ur penerally negative reactions (tom both wiales
and females: 1% did not answer this gquestion. or gave answers that did ned i one of
these categories, and 5% said onty thar they received mixed reactions from the public.

The respondents were adamant against the use of drugs, They cited health reasons,
sand il gives an unfair compelitive advamage in the competitions and that it fends a bad
iraage o the sport, Some 9% said they would aaL even consider using artificial aids 1o
help build their bodics, while 83% wanted drug testing at the contests, Almost 2/l of the
respondents worked within some self-impased limits 10 their muscle building. However,
the basis of the limiky vatied. For some, the limat was related 1o the image of ferninininy
held by society. They wanted to leuk healthy and strong but not w deviae too far from
the tional physical di associated with femtmmity. In 2 question asking thermn
1o describe the ideal female hodybuilders, these respondents made the following ¢

:

The ideal Femsaie bodybuilder is the one who kesps the howrglass shape. while enhane-
ing it by the addition of weil-placed, and well-shaped muscle. She should have evenly
proporiioned muscle all over her body, and very well developed muscles. She should
have graceful femininely shaped muscles instead of buiging muscles., Her muscies
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make her look mere like a woman She is linber. confident, aml can move and pose
a% well a5 a irained dancer.

Diefined in 2ach bady porion with an avetall snfl, pretiy, femining bk, Heabhy Dnking
{shouldn’t have rrouble deciding whether [shej fooks more male or femaler.

Very feminme. welb-developed not overdeveioped.

Symmetrical. not e museular, pood defimtion.

There was oficn the element of caution. the voncern for gverdoing 1 {  overdeveloping ™.
in the responses of these women. Another group of respondents, however, feli that the
natural lower level of testoaterone limits a woman's muscle building capacity so thar thers
should be no concern with develop They saw ne ingonsi y between muscular
developinent and femininity as fong as there s no use of drugs which allows a woman
t0 g0 beyornd her potential unnaurzlly. Many saw muscalarity as enhancing 2 woman's
ferminimity. Their concerns had w do with drug use, maintaining symmetry, and some
mare subile elements of femiinine manner.

Muscular 1o the st feminine deprds,

An e thal Men are in awe of, and that all women can’ Belp bun respedt.

1 think that the ideal female bodyhuilder ix somoone: whi s developing and seulpting
her bady 1o be the best it can be, while mabnening 4 cenain feminine my=ique aleng
with fabulows glarmg muscularity,

Healnbnl, musenbiely developed, graceful. feminme and prowd.

She's natural, Eriendly 1 other comperitors, detined. mincular encugh St e sirength
and noise. a beautifyl balance of erace and steength. Confudent—a biend of hard und
soft. Sure, subile, together. A real crowd pleaser.

Muscular, well-proponioned—nice [emmne. wxy physique. va-ular, and supet-ripped,
heutthy and wefl-kept appearance

eiigent, sirong and Femimne.

I appenrs that both of these prosps were invelved moi new concept of femiminity
which includes muscular development. The difference berween them was simply @ maner
of how far they should deviate from the more conventional femiming physical ideal.

The distribution of respondents ot thesc two groups may be awcasured by responses
10 the gquéstion., " Wha is your female idel?” Within the circle of woman bodybuilders,
certain individuals have become symbotically identified with a mare lithe physique, less
massive tasvularivy: Rachacl MeLish. Candy Csenesits, Shelly Gruwell. Kiki Elomaq,
amed Lisa Lyon for ezampie. In fzct, 38% of the respondents exclusively mentioned ong
of these women as their idol. Mosc mentiened was Rachac! MeLish, wha is & very attrac-
tive woman in a tradittonal sense. While she inoks radiantly healthy and very fit, her ex-
uraordmary Tuscubarity is not readily visibic annd she aowally sians fleaing her mnaseles,
Hut even then her muscularity is not neprly a5 exicnsive as that of some other well-known
women bodybuilders, whi: were ioned by 23% of the respondens. These women in-
ctude Carla Dunlap, Debra Diana, Laurs Combes, Pillow and Julie MeNew.

It is interesnng to note, however, thal the degree of muscularity on Melish,
Crencsies, Grawel], Elomaga, and Lyon is far greater than for those who were defined as
very muscular 5 years 2g0. The conceps of muscularity is relative and is rapidly changing
a3 the sport progresses. Lisa Lyon is much more muscular now than when she won the
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World Cup m 1979 At that time she was considered so muscular that a muscle magazine
felt it could not show pictures of her withow causing greatl controversy.

AL any rate, it seems that the new concept of femininity has achieved a certain
degree of legitimacy both within and withour the world of bodybnlding, Much of the
marketing of female bodybuilding emphasizes dat i i women's femininity . Televi-
sion commercials adventising ppeoming contests refer 1o women's bodybuilding as the
“'sexjest spott.” Rachaet McLish. the best known and one of the highest ranked com-
peritors, sells t-shirts with “Flex Appeal'' writien aceoss the chest. Loren Franck (1984a,
1984by. in h on college stud ar Brigham Young Umiversity. found that the maore
exposure the students had to women be ik the more ferninine and atiractive the
bodybuilders were perceived. Books such as Rosen's, Strong and Sexy: The New Body
Beauriful (19831, and Lisa Lyon's Body Magic (1981, along with numerous amcles in
women's magazines and muscle magazines, argue that physical strengih and a muscular
bedy are no longer with femininiy, Rather, h, heaith, and beauty are
becoming characteristics of a pew concept of femimnity,

The lintle scictific research to date on female bodybuilders also tends o support
the by pothesis that 1his sport rep a highly COMmp lized change in the concept
of femininity . In a 1980 doctoral d jodn. irez (1980) pared itive female
power fifters, theawers inteack and ficld, and bodybuilders, with female mnalh].elcs He
found. wiilizing the Bem-Sex-Role Inventory, that the Femate athietes who were power
lifters and throwers were more kely to perceive themselves as androgy nous as compared
1o the fomale bodybuilders amd nonathleies who saw themselves as undifferentiated.

In sum. the women in this survey appeared to see bodybuilding as a means of
enhancing their feminine qualities. To be muscular, fit, strong, and healihy is to add to
their attractiveness as women and to their sex appeal 0 men. These women do not see
themselves as emabang wmen, nar do many of them see Gemselves a5 feminins ot
androgy nists.
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