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Praise for The Frailty Myth
“Downright inspiring. A feisty challenge to the notion that females are the weaker sex.”
—Kirkus
“Run, leap, jump, and cheer! Colette Dowling confronts the myths of female frailty, and wrestles them to the ground in a passionate meditation that is clean and true.”
—SUSAN BROWNMILLER, author of In Our Time and Against Our Will
“Audacious . . . a powerful clarion call to both sexes . . . a passionate and well-argued case.”
—The Guardian
“Dowling builds a solid case . . . a heartening evaluation of how quickly the strength gap is narrowing.”
—Publishers Weekly
“The myth of female anatomical and physiological inferiority has kept too many women from realizing the joys of sport, fitness, and physical activity, and developing the good health, strength, confidence, and self-esteem that has benefited their male counterparts. The Frailty Myth shatters these misconceptions and instills in all women the importance of experiencing their bodies. Five stars—a must read.”
—DONNA LOPIANO, PH.D., executive director, Women’s Sports Foundation
“An intellectually challenging and inspirational book that will resonate with women who refuse to acknowledge any limitations imposed by anyone other than themselves.”
—Booklist
“Dowling’s book is an excellent resource for scholars interested in women’s sport and physical activity; you will find the book in my room. Even more, I hope The Frailty Myth is read by parents, teachers, community leaders, and all who would help shape a world that promotes women’s physical potential and strength.”
—DIANE L. GILL, PH.D., Department of Exercise and Sport Science, University of North Carolina, Greensboro
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The Frailty Myth

Foreword
Tiffeny Milbrett
Every year we’re learning more about what women are capable of, physically. The myths about female weakness—that our reproductive systems are fragile and dictate that we not be too active, that we have no endurance, that we can’t do anything requiring upper-body strength—have slowly but surely been shot down during the last century.
But that doesn’t mean people don’t buy into those myths. They do. Girls are still treated differently than boys—in the classroom, in the gym, and, eventually, when they grow up, in the boardroom. They’re not expected to be as competitive. Aggression is frowned upon in girls, yet lots of jobs require a certain amount of aggression. The whole notion of “femininity”—which is really just a way of acting and thinking, not some God-given quality—requires girls to put unhealthy restraints on themselves. It disempowers them. It keeps them from really going for it. When it comes to their bodies, it makes them fear getting “too big,” or “too strong.” So they prevent themselves from developing fully. They actually stand in their own way because they’re taught that they should. Who’s teaching them? Read The Frailty Myth and find out.
When I was young I didn’t really think of myself as a boy or a girl. For as long as I can remember I thought of myself as an athlete. It wasn’t that I knew I’d grow up to become an athlete; I had no way of knowing that. But I knew I was an athlete as a kid, and it was important to me.
I was seven and a half when I joined my first soccer team. I’ve been playing soccer ever since, first in youth leagues, then at the University of Portland, then with the U.S. national women’s team. In 1996 we went to the Olympics and won the gold. In 1999, we went to the World Cup and won. In 2000, we went to the Olympics, where we won silver. Now, for the first time, the United States has a professional women’s soccer league, the Women’s United Soccer Association. There are eight teams in all. I play for the New York Power.
My mother raised me to be an athlete. We lived in Hillsboro, outside Portland, a great area for sports. As a family we were tremendously active, camping, rafting, hiking, skiing—you name it, we did it. My mom, who was a single mother when she raised me and my brother, played on a very competitive soccer team for women over thirty. Every year they went to the state regionals. When I joined the Hillsboro Soccer Club as a little girl, my mom was my first coach.
The only way I’ve ever thought about my body is as a source of enjoyment. I wouldn’t be where I am today if I didn’t enjoy it. I love competing, getting air in my lungs, building muscle, being fit. I love sweating, taking risks, trying to score goals. Never once, growing up, did I experience limitations because I was a girl. Partly, this was due to living in Portland, a city where there are sports opportunities—even for girls—around every corner. But it was also because of my mother.
There are two critical things my mother, Elsie Milbrett, did for me. One, she had a completely hands-off approach to my decision making: she let me decide what I wanted to do. Two, she never, ever criticized me, or belittled me, or put me down. She certainly never made me think I had to change my ways or do something in particular because I was a girl. Many times throughout my childhood I was mistaken for a boy. Did this bother her? No. She never tried to change me. She never said to me, “That’s not what girls do.”
In my neighborhood I played with the boys. I did everything they did, whether it was football, basketball, or building forts. I’d come home from school, throw down my books, and run out to play until the sun went down. My mother let me do what made me happy. She didn’t worry me by suggesting, “Shouldn’t you be playing with girls?”
Mom, thank you so much for never telling me how I should be.
I know that I’ve been fortunate in many ways. Recently, I read Peggy Orenstein’s Schoolgirls and got steaming mad over the way the girls were treated in the schools she wrote about. I was drawn to The Frailty Myth because it uncovers the physical side of our harmful ideas about girls and women. We need books like this because we need to understand what’s going on so we can see and reject what isn’t good for us. It’s important to stop perpetuating the negative myths that keep us from developing ourselves. Colette Dowling writes about “learned weakness” in The Frailty Myth. She shows over and over again how girls are still being discriminated against in physical education classes, and how parents unwittingly contribute to the biased ideas kids have about boys’ strength and girls’ weakness. This is the first book to show where these ideas come from, and how deeply entrenched they are—so much so, people don’t even realize what they’re doing to girls.
Dowling says we have to get girls out of the doll corner, and I couldn’t agree more. Too much emphasis on “girl play” makes them afraid to get big and strong. It steers them toward being sedentary, and as you’ll see in this book, there’s a huge price they pay for that. New studies are showing just how important exercise is to both mental and physical health. On the physical side, girls who don’t exercise start losing bone early in life. Imagine—we never knew this before! On the mental or emotional side, girls who don’t use themselves physically are at risk for distorted body image. By the same token, when they exercise, their confidence and self-esteem gets boosted. There are even cognitive benefits: research shows that exercise helps both memory and the ability to learn new material. What do you know? Academic achievement can be enhanced by working our bodies!
Physical education has always been thought of as a kind of added benefit: a dividend, or frill. When schools have to cut funds, the first things to go are phys ed programs. Now it’s been proven that learning to use our bodies is no educational frill; it’s crucial to the development of the whole person.
The Frailty Myth shows exactly what we have to do to get beyond these myths and start empowering ourselves. It isn’t just girls, it’s women of any age who need to get moving. I don’t care if you’re a mom who’s fifty-four and trying to pick up some sport or physical activity for the first time, you can do it. You can have fun, make friends, be social. You can get out of it what you want to get out of it. No matter what age you are, you can physically change your life whenever you decide to do it. The Frailty Myth can help you make that decision.

Introduction
Not long after I began work on this book, my daughter Rachel came home from the office one night to discover that her boyfriend’s father, a thug in disguise, had rented a truck with the intention of removing her belongings from his son’s New York apartment and taking them to a small studio I keep in the city. His son was too young for this relationship, Dad believed. He felt he was losing control over his son and he needed someone to blame.
Recognizing that something out of control was going on, Rachel phoned up a place that rents storage units and then asked the meddlesome father to deliver her furniture there. He refused. “There’s no room in my mother’s apartment,” she told him. Too bad. Rachel was waiting in front of the building with a couple of girlfriends when the truck arrived. The father opened up the back doors and flagrantly dropped her television on the sidewalk. His turncoat son was with him. Rachel told the doorman to call the police. Then she jumped on the back of the truck with her arms outspread to prevent the man from destroying any more of her possessions. She held her stance until she heard the police car’s siren.
For me, the image was powerful. The bold physicality of Rachel’s moves implied a belief in both her strength and her rights. But the belief in her body was crucial. Her strength allowed her not only to defend her rights, but to experience them. Within minutes the NYPD Blue arrived, and they escorted the truck, driving Rachel in the car with them, to the storage place and waited while father and son oh so carefully removed her furniture from the van.
What does it take to jump on the back of a truck and prevent two angry men from entering it and dumping out your furniture? What, physically and mentally, is being accomplished here?
I have no doubt that a connection exists between Rachel’s leap to defend herself against aggression and her experience, beginning in childhood, with competitive sports. Rachel was one of the millions of girls who began breaking new ground after Title IX, a section of the Educational Amendment Act of 1972, mandated equal funding for girls’ sports. They didn’t get equal funding for years (and often still don’t), but change was in the air. Billie Jean King, after all, had accomplished the presumably impossible at Houston’s Astrodome in 1973, when she beat Bobby Riggs. As female athletic stars gained in visibility, girls around the country began pioneering the breakdown of the frailty myth—the belief that women are physically incompetent—on a grassroots level. The first broke into heretofore “boys’” sports: soccer, track and field, wrestling, and even football. The very first did it by becoming the only girls on the team, as Rachel had done in high school soccer.
The payoff for breaking the cultural mold would be big. By the time Rachel jumped on the back of the truck to defend her belongings, she’d grown into a woman who had internalized a belief in her strength and her ability to defend herself. Because of her physical competence, she has a sense of her body’s power that eludes most women of my generation. For us, the greatest physical boldness had been walking down the middle of a city street if we got caught in a dicey neighborhood at night. We had swallowed whole the half-baked syllogism of our generation and that of many generations of females before us: Men have strength, agility, and endurance; women don’t; and therefore women need men for protection.
It took years of watching my daughters develop strong, agile, competent bodies before I began to recognize that something new was happening: a further stage in the emancipation of women was under way. At seventeen Rachel took a semester-long trip, sleeping in snow caves, rappelling, telemarking, learning how to avoid “boxcar” whirlpools (so named for their size) while piloting a kayak alone through white water. She came home, split up with her boyfriend, and went back to school. There was a whole life out there to be lived. In the wilderness Rachel had discovered things I had simply never learned: that in survival situations, males and females are equally important; that she was better at some physical activities than the boys; that she could counter unwanted sexual approaches from a male counselor without help from someone older. I was proud of her when she returned from the trip a stronger, more confident, more socially flexible person.
It strikes me as odd, looking back, that I never once wondered what my daughters’ physical experiences might have done for me at that age. It was as if my daughters and I had grown up in different worlds.
And we had, more than I ever realized before beginning work on this book. And yet I’d never actually been weak. When I was a teenager I may not have liked the routines of school gym classes, but I had always liked moving. I used to link arms at the skating rink with a line of boys my age, ice hockey players on their school teams. We’d charge past the Saturday skaters, forming a mighty whip as we made the turns. It amazed me—I’d forgotten this—that I wasn’t afraid. “You could play hockey!” one of the boys marveled once, and I could have burst from the thrill of it, and from the pleasure of my own strength and movement. I felt unusual, though. No high school girl I knew liked doing athletic stuff with boys.
Then I went away to school to learn philosophy, and English literature, and the decorum required of Catholic girls coming of age in the fifties. I gave up my beloved tennis and ice-skating. The thrilling and strenuous use of my body came to a stop, not to be enjoyed again for another thirty years.
But my daughters never did that, never gave it up. When my older daughter, Gabrielle, left college and came to New York to begin work, she plunged into the study of seito karate. By then I wasn’t surprised by her roundhouse kicks, the “guys’ push-ups” she did until her knuckles bled. Hadn’t she, at thirteen and fourteen, twisted and flipped her body in the air, leaping from one high bar to another in gymnastics competitions? My heart would be in my mouth whenever I watched her perform, but she had a different experience of it. She was exhilarated by her physical prowess and was becoming practiced in learning to trust her body. When, in her thirties, she put on her first pair of in-line skates and began learning to spin, jump, and spread-eagle, I thought, Of course. She will do this sort of thing all her life. It is part of who she is.
What did surprise me was my own desire surging up, suddenly, in my fifties, to take up skating where I’d left off. Then it had been ice skates. Now I wanted to do, with in-line skates, the same figure-skating routines I’d done as a girl. I probably wouldn’t have tried had it not been for Gaby’s encouragement. “Come on, Mom,” she said, luring me to a beginner’s class at Chelsea Piers, a huge sports complex on the Hudson River. “You can do it!”
Miracle of miracles, I wasn’t the oldest person in the class. And I not only survived the hour-and-a-half lesson, I triumphed, learning to slalom between two rows of orange pylons on my very first try. After class there was a free-skate session with the music of James Brown pumping out over the PA system. We were outdoors, with the Hudson River a few yards away and a bloodred sunset in the sky. I was back in my sixteen-year-old body, feeling the strength in my quads and the thrilling pounding of the rhythm propelling me around the oval rink. This was not a “new me”; it was me taking back the body I’d been born with but had given up on, as I mimed what I thought were the required, if restricted, behaviors of adult femininity. It was never even clear just what was required of young women of my generation, but I can tell you this: Being a “true woman” in the sixties had nothing to do with playing tight end on a football field. Today a girl can actually tackle boys to the ground and not be considered a freak of nature. On the contrary, she can still be popular and considered sexually attractive, as were two placekickers on their high school football teams who were also crowned homecoming queens. And as can the thousands playing tackle football, ice hockey, and soccer.
These new young athletes are dramatically proving that physical competence doesn’t compromise femininity. In fact, a belief in the competence of one’s body is essential—for mental health, for physical safety, for fulfillment in relationships and success in the workplace. Yet for centuries women have been shackled to a perception of themselves as weak and ineffectual.
In the 1990s it became clear that attitudes toward physical strength and competence were changing when women’s ideas about physical appearance began to shift. The vast majority of first-year college women, in one study, considered ideal a mesomorphic physique, with the kind of upper body muscularity that doesn’t happen without substantial amounts of physical exercise. Shame about having hips and breasts and looking like sexual, grown-up women began to recede.
Female athletes were helping to spearhead the change. Florence Griffith Joyner, the greatest woman runner in the history of the world, had a body to die for and no problem flaunting it. Tinker Bell gymnasts were no longer praised for their tininess. Developing figure skaters talked openly about devising changes in their technique to address the shift in balance produced by growing breasts and hips. They didn’t make their bodies stop growing to accommodate the sport, as gymnasts and skaters used to have to do; instead, they made the sport accommodate their growing bodies.
“There’s something very freeing about it,” twenty-year-old Shana Sundstrom told the readers of a women’s magazine, speaking about the way she and her sisters, all speed skaters, felt about their bodies. “We’re not trying to have bodies for society, like Kate Moss. We have big butts.”
The social skeleton look had vanished. The athletic look had arrived. But the change indicated more than a trendy fashion statement. Muscularity—and a body that consumes enough nutrition to sustain it—became the expression of a new understanding of what it means to be “feminine.” Physical competence was becoming central to female self-esteem. As champion volleyball player Gabrielle Reece wrote in Big Girl in the Middle, the only statement women used to be comfortable taking over the top was “I’m sexy.” “Why not say, instead, ‘I have a big intellect and bold spirit—and I can kick your ass’?” she asks.
Why not indeed! Young women of the nineties watched, thrilled, as old physical stereotypes were smashed and pioneers of female bravado like Reece demonstrated striking confidence and physical prowess. Girls began following their new, athletic role models the way groupies used to follow rock stars. Warming up to pitch a game for the Duluth Dukes, Ila Borders, the first woman to join a pro men’s baseball team, prompted the chanting of thousands of girls in the stands: “I-la, I-la, I-la.”
“Ila is my favorite, no question,” a thirteen-year-old girl told a New York Times reporter, “because she shows you can just do it.”
Shows, that is, that you can do it even if you’re a girl. Women in erstwhile men’s sports are coming to be seen not only as “normal,” but as a source of pride. “Ila is going to make the big leagues,” said the owner of Ila’s team, the Duluth Dukes, whose own daughter wrestled on her high school boys’ team. “She’s going to be like Jackie Robinson being the first black man to play in the majors, or Chuck Yeager being the first to break the sound barrier.”
Today’s young women are developing ways of standing up—with their bodies, if need be—for their rights. It isn’t brawn that allows them to do that, but something far more important: a psychological stamina that comes from physical self-esteem. Female strength, courage, and competitiveness are providing women a new way to live in the world. We are shedding timidity and learning to stand up for ourselves. We are accomplishing a new way of feeling secure that’s rooted in our own agility, timing, and physical strength. And that is going to create social change.
When she began in-line skating on the streets of Manhattan, Rachel told me of a technique she used for seeing what the traffic coming up behind her was doing. She constantly checked the side-view mirrors sticking out from trucks. “I’m learning to take my space, Mom,” she said. The very idea of her zinging through city traffic was disturbing; still, I thought I knew what she meant by taking her space. Just walk down any busy street during the workweek if you don’t think men are determined to dominate public spaces. The veering to one side as a man and a woman are about to collide on a crowded sidewalk is nearly always done by the woman.
Men in the streets will not move out of the way to prevent a collision; they expect women to. Presumably it’s a badge of their superior status. “One thing is clear: woman’s body language speaks eloquently, though silently, of her subordinate status in a hierarchy of gender,” feminist scholar Sandra Lee Bartky has written. And so it was for my generation and those before me.
Today, however, women are communicating with a more aggressive body language. One woman in her twenties told me that when she walks around the streets of New York, “I’ve stopped getting out of men’s way. I just let them bang into me if they’re going to.” The woman in such a scenario will be jolted, but so will the man. “At the last possible moment, most men will move,” the woman reported. “But some don’t.”
Is women’s becoming more socially and economically powerful the reason men are playing the bully more flagrantly than ever? It’s as if, in the anonymity of the city’s canyons, men feel free to push women around, whereas they may not be able to dominate at home or in the office. Navigating city sidewalks, in any event, has become like coed ice hockey without the protective equipment.
A defensive backlash is occurring among men, whose power is threatened by the increasing legal and economic independence of women. It can be seen in men’s growing “football mentality” and their homophobic response to strong female athletes. Yet there are signs that men’s subtle, and not so subtle, physical one-upping of women doesn’t have the same power over us it used to. Women of Rachel’s generation are developing ways of standing up—with their bodies, if need be—for their rights. And getting them!
Our new understanding of what women are physically capable of challenges old ideas about the very nature of men and women—ideas that have been used to establish, and maintain, a belief in men’s physical superiority. That physicality was supposedly what made men self-sufficient—and women not. It was what made men necessary to women, not just for love and intimacy and friendship, but for their very survival. The weakness of women was the rationale for a belief in their total inferiority—physical, mental, emotional.
The good news is that women are beginning to appreciate their bodies for their superb functionality and for the pleasure they provide. They are beginning to feel stronger in the streets and on rural country roads, able to defend themselves, and as a consequence live lives whose horizons are broader. They are experiencing a sexiness that comes not from being viewed as an object but from physical vitality.
But there are changes that have to take place if women and girls are to become strong, powerful, and physically self-confident. To this day, girls are being kept from developing their full physical potential by teachers and parents who do not recognize the harm that they’re doing. Many girls are shrinking their bodies—avoiding physical development—in their effort to be “feminine” and acceptable to boys. By the same token, most adult women still keep themselves unnaturally weak and thus physically vulnerable—victims of men’s presumed greater strength. The price they pay for clinging to an old model of femininity is great: with dwarfed development and unnecessary dependence on men, women hang back from physical freedom, constrict their lives, and sometimes even lose them!
This book is about freeing our minds of unnecessary fear and taking our space in the world, and about the history of constraint that has made this so difficult to accomplish. It is about a hidden agenda of keeping women in their place by keeping them believing in their weakness. And it is about the unrecognized backlash taking place as women have crashed through one barrier after another erected against their opportunities for physical development over the last century—until, like the fact of the emperor’s nudity, the suspicion begins to arise that maybe, when all is said and done, there is no appreciable strength difference between men and women. Maybe, like the previously assumed difference in men’s and women’s intellectual capabilities, it has all been a question of unequal access to opportunity and training. New methods of performance assessment, which I write about later in the book, are clearly raising this possibility.
But this much is certain: the concept of female frailty, with its roots in nineteenth-century medicine, has had long-term damaging effects on women’s health and on their social and professional status. Drawing on studies in motor development, performance assessment, and sports physiology, I will show how, by keeping themselves physically undeveloped, girls and women have fulfilled the myth of the weaker sex.
Until women are able to experience strength, endurance, and pleasure in their bodies, whatever social freedom we achieve will be limited. We will withdraw from physical challenge, coddling ourselves in a misguided belief in our frailty. As adolescents, we will begin the retreat from our sexuality, hiding from it out of fear of being harmed or exploited. We will live out our lives as if our bodies needed protection.
And haven’t we done that, while our bones turned porous and our fear of male physical power grew to delusional proportions?
The psychological effects of the frailty myth are more compromising, even, than the physical. It was recognizing this in a gut way that made so many women cry when they watched the World Cup soccer finals on television in the summer of 1999. It wasn’t just the physical brilliance of the players that stunned us, although certainly that was thrilling. Here were women who had not allowed themselves to be compromised—women who had stopped the frailty myth in its tracks—headed it, as it were. When I watched the semifinal game between the United States and Brazil, I was at home with my daughter-in-law and my thirteen-year-old grandson. Everything about this spectacle was mind-blowing, including the Monistat advertisement blinking on the scoreboard high above the bleachers. A treatment for vaginal yeast infections up there for all to see: to me, this said everything about the changed view of women’s bodies. The huge crowd, the thousands upon thousands of young girls, the dads in the stadium cheering just as hard as their daughters—it was almost too much to take in.
But it wasn’t until the final game, the following week, against China, that the full impact of what was going on hit me. That game with Brazil was no fluke. These women, who’d been training and playing together for almost a decade, were representative of a change that was culture-bending: women were being given recognition—international recognition—for their physical prowess. For their ability to outthink and outmove the opposition. For their speed, agility, aggression, endurance, and grace under pressure. Then it came to me as a kind of physical shock and thrill: I never thought I’d see this in my lifetime.
A revolutionary freedom has charged the lives of my daughters and their peers, and they are causing the rest of us to look at our lives and bodies differently. Women of all ages have begun trading in the crimped “femininity” of the past for a bold new female bravado. Today, women in their eighties are running marathons. As the different beliefs supporting the frailty myth shatter, one after the other, the change will not be trifling. It will alter the way women walk on the earth.

ONE
The Frailty Myth
A hundred years ago, women were pushed backward in a very particular way. Just as they were beginning to demand education and political and economic power, they were stripped of the power of their bodies. Just as they began to get ideas about fighting for justice, they were required, with all the persuasion of a moral movement, to cultivate frailness. Nineteenth-century women were given to believe that weakness was their natural condition. It was a total gaslight job. There wasn’t a plot. No single group could be held accountable. What made the concept so powerful was the influential mix—the various groups whose interests came together into a single compelling philosophy about woman’s purpose on the planet. That philosophy—some scholars have dubbed it “the frailty myth”—became the rope that restrained women from developing physically, restricted them to small half movements, isolated them in rooms hidden from the sun, and threatened them with the worst of all punishments should they refuse to comply: the loss of their capacity to bear children.
The theory behind the frailty myth was this: Women could not be allowed to follow their own pursuits—physical or mental—because every ounce of energy they could generate was needed for maintaining their reproductive processes. No option was offered in this matter. In the nineteenth century female confinement was considered a social necessity. Women owed it to the next generation, and the generations thereafter, to cultivate nothing but their fertility—not mind, not artistry, and certainly not body. This became known as “the cult of true womanhood.” Educators, psychologists, churchmen, and physicians—particularly obstetricians and gynecologists—were its chief proponents. Men were certain that if women weren’t controlled, the very species (or “race,” as they called it then) was at risk. They drummed up a role for women, an idea called “femininity,” an appropriate “character,” an appropriate “look”—and with all of these, they persuaded women that their reason for being was essentially heroic and thus worth giving up a lot for.
For years my image of Victorian women was narrowed by stereotypes. I had been taught that women of the late 1800s were frail, overprotected creatures who didn’t have much of a life. Everything they did seemed to require undue effort. As a young woman reading about Victorian “ladies,” I could only imagine trying to swim in the ocean weighed down by wet bloomers and baggy blouses. The daily struggle with corsets and merry widows, the attempt to walk, much less run, in huge skirts and hats—it seemed, to my generation, pathetic. Those women had lived their lives according to bizarre rules, and courtesies, and restraint. Rags were used for mopping up menstrual blood. Sex was a joke because Victorian men didn’t know the first thing about the parts of women’s bodies that give pleasure. It was hard to see how the Gay Nineties could have been all that frolicsome.
Mine was, of course, a glib view of those times. To think about actual flesh-and-blood women living in that way—to contemplate the hard, merciless doctors’ couches on which they lay, trying to make sense of their ailments—would have required more emotional imagination than I possessed. I chose not to relate. It was the same way I’d distanced myself from my mother’s history, thinking of her life as too strangely different from my own for us to have much in common. Hers was another time; it might as well have been another country. I wanted to be safe from my mother’s rural Nebraskan history, her fifteen siblings, her diabetes-ravaged mother, the farm that failed, she and her sisters were given to believe, because there weren’t enough boys to do the heavy work. Because I preferred to think that my mother and I were not quite the same under the skin—just as I viewed those strange Victorian ladies—I lived for years without knowing important things, things that would have strengthened my appreciation of my own womanhood and allowed me to see myself as belonging to a family—not only a personal family, but the historical family of my gender.
Old habits die hard. In tracing the frailty myth back to the nineteenth century, I found myself at first wanting to gloss over what I was starting to see: an inevitable connection between the women at the end of that century and women of our day—a continuum of actual physical oppression in which all of us had been kept down. I wanted to be able to name the final decades of the nineteenth century as the flowering of the frailty myth and move on. But as I began to dig further into the journals, and studies, and diaries of those women, it became clear that something fundamental to growth and development had been taken from them and that the loss was not only theirs, but ours. More and more I began to see that the frailty myth hadn’t died, it had only wedged its way a little further underground. I wanted to comprehend the forces keeping women from their bodies, their physical strength and spirit.
The Frailty Myth is about the social domination of women’s bodies. It is about girls’ and women’s restricted physical development. It is about the attempt to keep them feeling as doctors, educators, and even religious leaders have intended them to feel: physically limited. Unable to run long distances. Unable to play five sets of tennis. And even more important, unable to raise a barn or (once it was invented) fix a car. Unable to go for a walk in the woods unaccompanied. Unable to exist, in short, without the muscular heft and presumed physical assistance of the other half of the species.
For centuries women have been shackled to a perception of themselves as weak and ineffectual. This perception has been nothing less than the emotional and cognitive equivalent of having our whole bodies bound. The myth of women’s frailty has been so systematically entrenched that it could fairly be called a hoax. But a hoax is a conscious deceit, while myths are believed in as truth. What propels them is complicated and invisible. The frailty myth was driven by men’s repressed wish to preserve dominion. To make the myth viable, society constructed elaborate ways of keeping women cut off from their strength; of turning them into physical victims and teaching them that victimhood was all they could aspire to.
Before Frailty
Historically, strength has been encouraged in women only when the economy needs it—during wars, while the men are away, or when helping to pioneer new lands. But as feminist scholarship in the past quarter century has uncovered, women in fact lived far more complicated and demanding lives over the course of the first millennium than you might imagine if you looked at the picture of “true womanhood” to which women were restricted in the nineteenth century. It was striking to learn, when it was first published in the late 1990s, that in Paleolithic times women weren’t sequestered in caves, sweeping up stone dust and suckling their infants, as male anthropologists had always suggested. That particular view of Ice Age females’ physical ability was the result of certain questions not being asked, according to Olga Soffer, one of the world’s leading authorities on Ice Age hunters and gatherers. Soffer’s research and that of other feminist scholars in the 1990s led to the discovery that Paleolithic women were strong and physically active, and provided up to 70 percent of family nutrition. And they weren’t just gathering nuts and berries. Paleolithic women hunted small animals with bows and arrows and used nets to trap larger ones. Even the children participated in these hunts. Women and children “set snares, laid spring traps, sighted game and participated in animal drives and surrounds—forms of hunting that endangered neither young mothers nor their offspring,” reports Heather Pringle in an article in Discovery, “New Women of the Ice Age.” “They even hunted, on occasion, with the projectile points traditionally deemed men’s weapons.”
The new research opens to question the idea that women and families, from the beginning of human time, relied on male strength for their survival. Even the much vaunted killing of very large animals for meat, long associated with Ice Age man’s superiority, was rare, owing to the sheer difficulty of slaying a six-thousand-pound pachyderm with a short-range spear, Soffer explains. “If one of these Upper Paleolithic guys killed a mammoth, and occasionally they did, they probably didn’t stop talking about it for ten years.”
Women’s strength was appreciated and made use of in later societies as well. In the Minoan civilization on the Greek island of Crete (this flourished between 6000 B.C. and 1450 B.C.), bull vaulting was popular among aristocratic youth. Only recently have we learned that men and women worked as bull-vaulting teams. They actually took turns, one grasping the horn of a bull to steady it while the other somersaulted over its back. “The equal partnership between women and men that seems to have characterized Minoan society,” Riane Eisler wrote in The Chalice and the Blade, “is perhaps nowhere so vividly illustrated as in these sacred bull-games, where young women and men performed together and entrusted their lives to each other.” It may sound apocryphal, but many urns and other artifacts show women’s participation in bull vaulting. Yet we never heard about these Amazonian women until recently.
In ancient Greek and Roman times women hunted, rode horseback, swam, ran, and drove chariots. In Sparta, whose social organization was not typical of Greek city-states, men lived apart from women in military barracks until they turned thirty. Forced to live on their own, females became thoroughly independent. Not surprisingly, young females were encouraged to develop strength. Spartan girls were taught to foot-race, wrestle, and throw discus and javelin.
In the Middle Ages women often showed athletic courage. They jousted at one another with lances, on horseback. Some were fine archers. Others competed in a forerunner of the modern game of darts that involved throwing eighteen-inch projectiles. But however skilled they might become, they never got to the elite levels of competition. Occasionally they were invited to keep score. Often they made awards presentations. Sometimes they were the awards. But they could never know the thrill of victory because any important contest was closed to them. Even at the tournaments, so central a part of medieval life, women were “little more than cheerleaders for chivalry,” as two sports historians have put it. This exclusion of women whenever big athletic competitions were organized continued up to and including the modern Olympics.
But left to their own devices, women happily threw themselves into the competitive fray. Roberta J. Park, who’s written widely on the history of sport, says that women in the eighteenth century had prizefights with one another. In an odd kind of marital minuet, husbands and wives staged fights against other couples, using swords or quarterstaves and competing for cash prizes. Even wrestling had the odd female combatant. Margaret Evans of North Wales was reported to be such a powerful wrestler that even at the age of seventy, “few young men dared to try a fall with her,” Park tells us.
In the 1700s the most popular activities of women were running and racewalking. In 1765 a young woman completed seventy-two miles from Blencogo, Scotland, to Newcastle in two days. It was worth a mention in Sporting magazine, in 1806, that a woman racewalker in her forties was “victorious” over a younger man. In fact, in hindsight, women had begun to mark their turf as champions of endurance marathons. Women’s individual achievements at the time included walking for a month with less than ten or fifteen minutes of continuous rest, walking and running more than four hundred miles in six consecutive days, and defeating all men contestants in endurance marathons.
Women’s walking races were “significantly more frequent than those for men,” according to one researcher. In the 1820s British and Scottish girls and women between the ages of seven and eighty-five were gaining money for their families and public notoriety for themselves with pedestrian races. During the 1850s women in New York and in the Midwest performed exhibitions in saloons, walking back and forth for hours along wooden planks measuring fifteen to thirty feet. In the late 1800s the sport gained even more in popularity as media coverage of women athletes increased. Between 1876 and 1881 women’s walking and running events took place on sawdust ovals in major cities throughout the United States. Reports Dahn Shaulis (University of Nevada), who made a study of nineteenth-century women’s endurance efforts, “In music halls, indoor arenas, and national guard armories around the country, women walked against men, participated in multi-day women-only races, and sometimes walked solo, to break endurance records.” Paying crowds of hundreds, and sometimes several thousand, watched and gambled on the women walkers. Journalists noted that to gain large crowds, women athletes were forced to attempt increasingly difficult feats, such as walking four hundred meters every fifteen minutes for thirty or forty consecutive days. Religious preachers publicly condemned pedestrian sport as “evil” and “coarse.” In 1879 the Brooklyn Women’s Temperance Union protested against both women walking on Sundays and the alcohol and tobacco use and gambling that took place among their spectators. These races were soon ordered closed by the New York City Police Department. By 1880 the “pedestrian industry” had all but collapsed. Schools and universities forbade females from endurance walking and running. And the modern Olympic Games excluded women from running events until 1928.
Not all physical feats were pursued for recreational purposes. In America in the 1700s, women performed backbreaking labor in helping to pioneer a new country. Many “became part of the movement to stake out new farms and towns in the western back countries,” writes historian Nancy Struna, “and this meant clearing trees and planting fields and few neighbors.” In the South, developing plantations required of women efforts that often were equal to men’s. Mrs. Francis Jones, who with her husband carved a plantation out of the wilds of Virginia, stunned the official auditor of property boundaries when he saw how strong she was. Yet, he put in his records, she still retained that lovely female daintiness men so feared strong women would lose. Though she showed “nothing of ruggedness or Immodesty in her carriage,” the auditor wrote in a 1710 report, Mrs. Francis Jones not only worked in the field, but would “carry a gunn in the woods and kill dear . . . catch and tye hogg, knock down beeves with an ax and perform the most manfull Exercises.”
Following the shift from agrarianism to industry that formed the Industrial Revolution, millions of women and children moved to the cities, where they performed menial and frequently dangerous tasks in factories and mills. Again, and notably, these were times when women’s physical capacities were valued by the economy—especially in light of the fact that they could be paid a fraction of what men got for doing the same work.
Then there is the sketchy and generally discounted history of women as soldiers. The ability to do battle has long been considered the ultimate proof of men’s superiority and women’s need to depend on them. Yet when times require it, females are employed as fierce defenders of their nations. Some, like Joan of Arc, eventually become heroines. Others remain hidden once their day is over. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, women in the elite female troops of the West African kingdom of Dahomey were trained from an early age to handle weapons, be strong, and withstand suffering. “They lusted for battle, rushed into it with blood-curdling yells, reveled in it, and fought with fury and valor, seemingly immune to fear,” Stanley B. Alpern, a British historian, wrote in 1999. In preparation for battle, the Dahomey amazons went into the woods for days at a time to learn to withstand hunger, thirst, wounds, and wild animals. They were “as solidly muscled as black male warriors” and demonstrated “superior muscular strength.” Their weapons were muskets, machetes, and clubs, and they rarely used shields.
The Dahomey amazons, who were celibate—a key, perhaps, to their fierce independence, if not their very existence as a warrior clan—died off in the early 1900s.
Such women, the British writer Antonia Fraser tells us, often thought of themselves as “honorary males.” Being regarded as men was, for them, the supreme compliment. It meant they were “strong, brave, resolute, fearless, disciplined, loyal, reliable—virtues that females were supposed to lack.”
Those very qualities can be found today in African women in Eritrea, who fight side by side with men. In the long-drawn-out war with Ethiopia, every body is needed. All Eritrean girls learn to handle weapons and study military tactics and survival techniques. By the time they’re old enough to be on the front, they’re carrying bombs, machine guns, and rocket-propelled grenades with the best of them. Young Eritrean women today have powerful role models in their mothers, who fought in the thirty-year war for independence from Ethiopia that was won in 1991. “We liberated the country. Now you are the ones who have to defend it,” the mothers have taught them. Today women soldiers in Eritrea consider themselves to be taking their country further on the road to sexual equality. After their mothers’ war, females were able to enter the National Assembly and other political positions for the first time. The new ambassador to the European Union and the ministers of justice and labor are all women. It’s harder to prevent women from gaining social power once they’ve put their bodies on the line.

Behold the Cult of Invalidism
During the times when society doesn’t need women to labor, or to prevail against enemies, its entire attitude shifts. Strength and courage and the ability to take risks suddenly become unfeminine. Frailty becomes feminine. Physical prowess belongs to men alone. Such a weakening of women occurred after the Industrial Revolution, which had had a withering effect on men’s identity. Once machines could do the work of manufacture and agriculture, physical strength became less valued. To salvage men’s failing sense of dominance, women were encouraged to scale back their own physical development, turning themselves into restricted creatures “with relaxed, half-formed limbs,” as English feminist Mary Wollstonecraft wrote. In her famous treatise at the turn of the nineteenth century, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Wollstonecraft lamented the stunting of girls. In British boarding schools they were not allowed to play freely as boys were, “but were made to walk stupidly backwards and forwards on the same broad walkway, holding up their heads and turning out their toes, with shoulders braced back.”
One young narrator of an 1899 autobiographical novel spoke with sad envy of boys, and it hadn’t to do with their penises:
The boys were lucky. They did gymnastics. They exercised. They were allowed to romp around freely in the streets and squares. Snow and ice was theirs in winter, the lake in summer.
We girls didn’t do gymnastics, we didn’t swim, we didn’t row. We weren’t allowed to have snowball fights, not even to skate. Remember, the knitted sock was still in its heyday.
The girls were home knitting the socks. The boys were outdoors skating in them.
Wollstonecraft was convinced that physical education is as important as mental. By not being allowed to develop “the strength of body on which strength of mind in great measure depends,” girls and young women, she wrote, were being made weak. Unnaturally weak. That is, they were actually being kept from full physical development. And who even knew what full development was for them? Not until females were given the same opportunities as males to develop strength, this early feminist observed, would anyone know precisely “how far the natural superiority of man extends.” (She was being ironic, of course, with her use of the word natural.)
In the 1800s sport was used as a hefty wedge to separate the weak from the strong, the proletariat from the elite. Boys in England’s prestigious public schools were supposed to make a smashing show at rugby if they expected to become economically powerful men. As the century unrolled, sport played a larger and larger role in maintaining the gender hierarchy: Men were warriors who could absorb all manner of brutality on the playing field and come back for more. Women were too wan even to think about it. When organized team sports emerged, women were pushed out of the picture, restricted to horseback riding, bowling, and the occasional game of tennis, in which they hobbled about in long skirts and tight corsets.
It’s hard to overstate the
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