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JANE ENGLISH Sex Equality in Sports

What constitutes equal opportunity for women in sports? Philosophers
have developed three major positions concerning equal opportunity,
but they have focused on fields in which the sexes are either known or
assumed to have equal potentialities. In sports, some relevant differ-
ences hetween the sexes, though statistical, do appear to be perma-
nent. All three of the most widely held views on equal opportunity
are deficient when applied to this area. Since there may be other
permanent differences between the sexes, in such areas as spatial per-
ception or verbal ability, it is useful to examine the problems of equal
opportunity in sports.

I

One account of equal opportunity identifies it with nondiscrimina-
tion. On this view, if we do not pay any attention to the race of ap-
plicants to law school, for example, then our admissions are “color
blind” and give blacks equal opportunity. Admission should be hased
on characteristics relevant to law school, such as intelligence and
grades, while irrelevant characteristics such as sex and race should
be ignored entirely. Most philosophers have rejected this account as
too weak. If women lack motivation because they never see female
lawvers on television, “sex blindness” alone will not provide equal
opportunity. Although “formal” equality is necessary for justice, it is
not sufficient. These philosophers would permit temporary violations
of this ideal, but only in the transition to a just society.
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When applied to sports, however, their view proves inadequate. If
our sports were made sex-blind, women would have even less opportu-
nity to participate than at present. Given equal incentives and more
role models, women would have more interest in athletics, but few
would qualify for high school, college, professional and Olympic teams.
Statistically speaking, there are physiological differences hetween the
sexes that are relevant to sports performance. Remedial programs and
just institutions cannot obliterate all differences in size and strength.
So far from being necessary for equal opportunity, sex-blindness can
actually decrease it.

A second account of equal opportunity identifies it with equal
chances. Qscar and Elmer are said to have equal opportunity to become
brain surgeons if it is equally prchable that they will hecome brain
surgeons. Most philosophers have rejected this conception of equal
opportunity as too strong. If Oscar is a genius with great manual
dexterity and Elmer is uncoordinated and slightly retarded, then they
should not have an equal chance to become brain surgeons. Our
society is not unjust if it encourages Oscar and discourages Elmer

from this profession, because these skills are relevant to the job.

" When we turn to women in sports, however, the model of equal
probahilities seems to have some merit. Sports offer what I will call
basic benefits to which it seems everyone has an equal right: health,
the self-respect to be gained by doing one’s best, the cooperation to be
learned from working with teammates and the incentive gained from
having opponents, the “character” of learning to be a good loser and
a good winner, the chance to improve one’s skills and learn to accept
criticism—and just plain fun, If Matilda is less adept at, say, wrestling
than Walter is, this is no reason to deny Matilda an equal chance to
wrestle for health, self-respect, and fun. Thus, contrary to the con-
clusion in the example of the brain surgeon, a society that discourages
Matilda from wrestling is unjust because it lacks equal opportunity to
attain these basic henefits.

The third account of equal opportunity calls for equal chances in
the sense of equal achievements for the “major social groups.” Blacks
have an equal opportunity to be lawyers, on this view, when the per-
centage of lawyers who are black roughly equals the percentage of
blacks in the population. Like the “equal probabilities” view, this one
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calls for equal chances, but it interprets this by averaging attainments
across the major social groups.

When this third account is applied to sports, it seems to have the
undesirable consequence that a society is unjust if less than half its
professional football players are women. If we had to provide sufficient
incentives or reverse discrimination to achieve this result, it would
create a situation unfair to 170-pound males. (They may even clamor
to be recognized as a2 “major social group.”) More important, it seems
wrong to argue that a low level of health and recreation for, say, short
womer, is compensated for by additional health and recreation for
tall women; one might as well argue that women are cornpensated by
the greater benefits enjoyed by men. Rawls and Nozick have argued
against utilitarianism by pointing out that society is not a “macro-
individual” such that the benefits of some persons cancel out the
sufferings of others. But the major social groups are not macro-indi-
viduals either. Proponents of the third account have not, to my knowl-
edge, replied to this objection.

Beyond the basic benefits of sport, some athletes reap the further
benefits of fame and fortune. I shall call these the scarce benefits of
spart. The term is not meant to imply that they are kept artificially
scarce, but that it is simply not possible for prizes and publicity to be
attained equally by everyone at once. Although everyone has an equal
right to the basic benefits, not everyone can claim an equal right to
receive fan mail or appear on television. For this, having the skill
involved in the sport is one relevant factor. In short, I shall maintain
that the second account, equal probabilities, should be applied to the
basic benefits; whereas the third model, proportional attainments for
the major social groups, should be applied to the scarce benefits. And [
shall construct an argument from self-respect for taking the “average”
across the major social groups in the case of scarce benefits.

II

The traditional accounts of equal opportunity are inadequate because
men and women are physiologically different in ways relevant to
performance in sports. What is a fair way to treat physiologically
disadvantaged groups? Two methods are in common use, and I shall
suggest a third option.
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One comumon method is to form competition classes based on a
clear-cut physiological characteristic, such as weight or age, well
known to be a hindrance in the sport in question. For example,
middleweight boxers receive preferential treatment in the sense that
they are pexmitted to maove up and compete against the heavyweights
if they desire, while the heavyweights are not permitted to move
down into the middleweight class.

Sex is frequently used to form separate competition groups. If we
apply the boxing meodel, several conclusions about this practice
follow. Women should be allowed to “move up” and compete against
the men if they wish. Since sex is not relevant to performance in all
sports, the sport should be integrated when it is not. For example, it is
probahly irrelevant in dressage, riflery and car racing. In ather sports,
the differences between the sexes may be too small to justify separate
classes—as in diving and freestyle skiing. In still others, the sexes
have compensating differences. In channel swimming, for instance,
men are advantaged in strength, but women profit from an insulating
layer of fat. Additional sports could be integrated if the abilities char-
acteristic of the two sexes were valued equally. In many areas, such
-as swimming, it is simply unknown whether the existing differences
are due to permanent physiolegical characteristics or to cultural and
social inequalities. Additional empirical research is needed before it
will be known where integration is appropriate.

An objection to the use of groupings by sex is that it discriminates
against those males whose level of performance is equal to that of the
abler females. For example, if we have a girls’ football team in our
high school, is it unfair to prohibit a 120-pound boy who cannot make
the boys’ team from trving out for the girls’ team? If we provide an
additional team for boys under 140 pounds, does that discriminate
against girls under 100 pounds? Against short boys over 140 pounds?
It is impossible to provide a team for every characteristic that might
be relevant to football performance. The objection has force hecause
the differences between the sexes are only statistical. Qur 120-pound
bay is being penalized for the average characteristics of a major social
group to which he belongs, rather than being treated on the basis of
his individual characteristics.

The justification for maintaining separate teams for the sexes is
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the impact on women that integration would have, When there are
virtually no female athletic stars, or when women receive much less
prize money than men do, this is damaging to the self-respect of all
women. Members of disadvantaged groups identify strongly with
each other’s successes and failures, If women do not attain roughly
equal fame and fortune in sports, it leads both men and women to
think of women as naturally inferior. Thus, it is not a right of women
tennis stars to the scarce benefits, but rather a right of all women to
self-respect that justifies their demand for equal press coverage and
prize money.
This provides a justification for applying the third account of equal
opportunity to the distribution of scarce benefits. It also explains
why the “major social groups” have this feature, while arbitrary sets
of individuals do not. A group singled out for distinctive treatment
and recognized as a class tends to develop feelings of mutual identi-
fication which have an impact on the members’ self-respect. It also
affects the respect and treatment they get from others. In an an-
drogynous society, we might be as unaware of a person’s sex as we
now are of left-handedness. Then roughly equal attainments would no
"longer be required, on my reasoning, for unequal attainments would
not injure self-respect. Conversely, although there is some evidence of
late that blacks have physiological traits such as a longer calf that give
them an advantage in jumping and sprinting, I do not conclude that
we should form separate track or basketball leagues for whites, since
the self-respect of whites is not endangered by this modest advantage

possessed by blacks.

111

A different method often used to give the disadvantaged equal access
to the basic benefits of sport is to group individuals by ability alone.
This occurs when we find second and third string games, B-leagues,
intramural meets or special matches for novices or amateurs. Group-
ings by age, sex, or weight are often just attempts to approximate
ability groupings in a convenient and quick way. When convenience
is the intent, then, it must not be rigidly imposed to keep talented
girls off the first string,
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Groupings by ability are much easier to justify than groupings by
the specific characteristics just discussed. There is no discrimination
against less able members of the dominant group. Ability groupings
take into account all the traits that may affect performance. Compe-
tition with those close to one’s own ability usually provides the most
incentive and satisfaction, except where style of play is very different.
It is imperative to make recreational leagues on all levels of skill
available to people of all ages, sexes, income levels, and abilities,
because everyone has an equal right to sport’s basic benefits.

Groupings by ahility must not lead to disrespect for those playing
in the lower ability groups, however. Sports is an area in which we
have tended to confuse respect with what has heen called “esteem.” I
may have a low (and accurate) estimate of myself as a tennis player
without losing respect for myself as a person. Although competition
does entail winners and losers, it does not entail disrespect for the
losers. Much has been said recently about this among other evils of
competition. But competition per se is not bad. It offers fun, excite-
ment, entertainment, and the incentive to perform at one’s best. The
problems arise when losers are scorned or discouraged from playing,
‘and when winning becomes the end rather than the means to basic
benefits. It is ironic that sports, long recommended for building
character and teaching how to be a good loser and winner, have often
taught aggression and elitism. Experts have become idols and mil-
lionnaires, while the rest of us watch rather than participate. With
effort, the entry of women into sports could foster a reawakening to
these values, which are widely shared but have been lost lately in the
shuffle of big business sports. Some such reawakening is necessary if
ahility groupings are to be effective.

v

So far I have assumed that women are a physiologically disadvantaged
group in need of protection or special handicaps. In recent years,
women have been making impressive progress in narrowing the gap
between male and female performance. But there are apparently some
permanent biological differences that affirmative action and conscious-
ness raising will never change: women are smaller than men, they
have a higher percentage of fat, they lack the hormones necessary for



275 Sex Equality in Sports

massive muscle development, they have a different hip structure and
a slower oxygenation rate.

Before we conclude that women are permanently relegated to in-
feriority, however, let us note that what is a physiological disadvantage
in one activity may be an advantage in others: weight is an asset to a
Sumo wrestler and a drawback for marathon running; height is an
aid in basketball but not on the balance beam. In some sports, women
have natural advantages over men. The hip structure that slows
running gives a lower center of gravity. Fat provides insulation and
an energy source for running fifty-mile races. The hormones that
hinder development of heavy muscles promote flexibility. Even small
size can be an asset, as jockeys and spelunkers know.

An example of an athletic activity which emphasizes the female
advantages is ballet. Some ballerinas can stand on one toe while
extending the other leg up into a vertical position where it touches the
ear! While admittedly few women can do this, even fewer men can.
Men are simply physiologically disadvantaged in the body flexibility
that ballet emphasizes. Perhaps the most extreme example of a sport
. favoring women’s natural skills is the balance beam. Here, small size,
flexibility and low center of gravity combine to give women the kind
of natural hegemony that men enjoy in football.

This suggests a third approach to aiding physiologically different
groups. We should develop a variety of sports, in which a variety of
physical types can expect to excel. We tend to think of the possible
sports as a somewhat fixed group of those currently available. Yet even
basketball and foothall are of very recent invention. Since women
have been virtually excluded from all sports until the last century, it is
appropriate that some sports using women’s specific traits are now
developing, such as synchronized swimming.

This method is different from forming handicapped groups or
second-string leagues, and it is superior in its impact on the self-respect
of the affected groups. It contributes to a woman’s self-respect to see or
read about the best women golfers. But this pride is tempered by the
knowledge that they are “only” the best women. The very need for a
protected competition class suggests inferiority. The pride and self-
respect gained from witnessing a woman athlete who is not only the
best woman but the very best athlete is much greater. Perhaps most
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white male readers have not experienced this sort of identification,
characteristic of “minority” groups. But it is clearly displayed in the
extraordinary interest in gymnastics among adolescent girls inspired
by Olga Korbut, and the pride blacks derived from Jackie Rohinson.

\'

In calling for the development of new sports, I am suggesting that our
concept of “sports” contains a male bias. Historically, this is under-
standable, because sports were an exclusively male domain, probably
based on war and hunting, and actually used to assert male domi-
nance. The few athletic activities permitted to women—mostly forms
of dance—were not thought to fall under the concept of sport, and are
still classified as arts or entertainment instead. Speed, size, and
strength seem to be the essence of sports. Women are naturally in-
ferior at “sports” so conceived.

But if women had been the historically dominant sex, our concept of
sport would no doubt have evolved differently. Competitions empha-
sizing flexibility, balance, strength, timing, and small size might
dominate Sunday afternoon television and offer salaries in six figures.
Men could be clamoring for equal press coverage of their champions.

Here it might be argued that our concept of sport cannot be altered
to make women equal, because speed, strength, and size are inevitable
elements of spectator appeal. But it is participating rather than
watching that is central to sport. Although speed is exciting, so is
precision. Nor do audiences always choose to watch the experts.
More important, spectator interest is a cultural preduct, tending to
follow rather than lead media attention.

VI

The just society, in my view, would contain a greater variety of sports
than we now have, providing advantages for a wider range of physical
types. The primary emphasis would be on participation, with a
wealth of local teams and activities available to all, based on groupings
by ability. Only where style of play is very different would groupings
by weight, age, or sex be recommended. The goal would be to make the
basic benefits of health, teamwork, and fun equally available to
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everyone. Just distribution of the scarce benefits is somewhat more
complex. Level of skill, audience appeal, and the self-respect of major
social groups all have to be considered.

Current problems of the real world are far removed from such a
utopia. Rights to the basic benefits dictate immediate changes in the
distribution of our sports resources. Most cbvious is the need for
equal facilities—everything from socks to stadiums. If this means we
must disturb a “Pareto optimal” situation—selling the football team’s
videotape machine if we are to provide a jogging path for the middle-
aged—so be it. More subtle is the need for equal incentives. As well as
equal scholarships and prizes, women need peer approval and changed
sex-role stereotypes.

In short, I have suggested a division of the benefits of sport into
the “basic” and the “scarce” ones. From the assumption that everyone
has an equal right to the basic benefits of health and recreation, I have
argued that the access to participator sports should not be based upon
having the ability to play the sport well. And this ability is only one
factor in the attainment of the scarce henefits. Since I believe that
the right of women to roughly half of the scarce benefits, overall,

‘ stems from the right to self-respect, I have argued that a society which
invents alternative sports using women’s distinctive abilities and
which rewards these equally is preferable to a society which only
maintains protected classes for women in sports at which men are
advantaged.



