Lesson 19
Pleasure and Human Rights
Reading 2

From Young’s On Female Body Experience: “Throwing Like a Girl” and Other Essays (2005).

Young, I. M. (2005). On female body experience: “Throwing like a girl” and other essays.
Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

“The previously cited throwing example can be extended to a great deal of athletic activity.
Now, most men are by no means superior athletes, and their sporting efforts more often display
bravado than genuine skill and coordination. The relatively untrained man nevertheless
engages in sport generally with more free motion and open reach than does his female
counterpart. Not only is there a typical style of throwing like a girl, but there is a more or less
typical style of running like a girl, climbing like a girl, swinging like a girl, hitting like a girl. They
have in common first that the whole body is not put into fluid and directed motion, but rather,
in swinging and hitting, for example, the motion is concentrated in one body part; and second,
that the woman’s motion tends not to reach, extend, lean, stretch, and follow through in the
direction of her intention.

For many women as they move in sport, a space surrounds us in imagination that we are not
free to move beyond; the space available to our movement is a constricted space. Thus, for
example, in softball or volleyball women tend to remain in one place more often than men do,
neither jumping to reach nor running to approach the ball. Men more often move out toward a
ball in flight and confront it with their own countermotion. Women tend to wait for and then
react to its approach, rather than going forth to meet it. We frequently respond to the motion
of a ball coming toward us as though it were coming at us, and our immediate bodily impulse is
to flee, duck, or otherwise protect ourselves from its flight. Less often than men, moreover, do
women give self-conscious direction and placement to their motion in sport. Rather than aiming
at a certain place where we wish to hit a ball, for example, we tend to hit it in a “general”
direction.

Women often approach a physical engagement with things with timidity, uncertainty, and
hesitancy. Typically, we lack an entire trust in our bodies to carry us to our aims. There is, |
suggest, a double hesitation here. On the one hand, we often lack confidence that we have the
capacity to do what must be done. Many times | have slowed a hiking party in which the men
bounded across a harmless stream while | stood on the other side warily testing my footing on
various stones, holding on to overhanging branches. Though the others crossed with ease, | do
not believe it is easy for me, even though once | take a committed step | am across in a flash.
The other side of this tentativeness is, | suggest, a fear of getting hurt, which is greater in



women than in men. Our attention is often divided between the aim to be realized in motion
and the body that must accomplish it, while at the same time saving itself from harm. We often
experience our bodies as fragile encumbrance, rather than the media for the enactment of our
aims. We feel as though we must have our attention directed upon our bodies to make sure
they are doing what we wish them to do, rather than paying attention to what we want to do
through our bodies.

All the above factors operate to produce in many women a greater or lesser feeling of
incapacity, frustration, and self-consciousness. We have more of a tendency than men do to
greatly underestimate our bodily capacity. We decide beforehand—usually mistakenly—that
the task is beyond us, and thus give it less than our full effort. At such a halfhearted level, of
course, we cannot perform the tasks, become frustrated, and fulfill our own prophecy. In
entering a task we frequently are self-conscious about appearing awkward and at the same time
do not wish to appear too strong. Both worries contribute to our awkwardness and frustration.
If we should finally release ourselves from this spiral and really give a physical task our best
effort, we are greatly surprised indeed at what our bodies can accomplish. It has been found
that women more often than men underestimate the level of achievement they have reached.

None of the observations that have been made thus far about the way women typically move
and comport their bodies applies to all women all of the time. Nor do those women who
manifest some aspect of this typicality do so in the same degree. There is no inherent,
mysterious connection between these sorts of typical comportments and being a female person.
Many of them result, as will be developed later, from lack of practice in using the body and
performing tasks. Even given these qualifications, one can nevertheless sensibly speak of a
general feminine style of body comportment and movement” (pp. 146-147).

“... At the root of (a female style of holding and moving the body), | have stated in the previous
section, is the fact that the woman lives her body as object as well as subject. The source of this
is that patriarchal society defines woman as object, as a mere body, and that in sexist society
women are in fact frequently regarded by others as objects and mere bodies. An essential part
of the situation of being a woman is that of living the ever-present possibility that one will be
gazed upon as a mere body, as shape and flesh that presents itself as the potential object of
another subject’s intentions and manipulations, rather than as a living manifestation of action
and intention. [Teacher’s note: This means she always is potentially looked at instead of being
the one doing the looking.] The source of this objectified bodily existence is in the attitude of
others regarding her, but the woman herself often actively takes up her body image as a mere
thing. She gazes at it in the mirror, worries about how it looks to others, prunes it, shapes it,
molds and decorates it.

This objectified bodily existence accounts for the self-consciousness of the feminine relation to
her body and resulting distance she takes from her body. ... Thus, to the degree that she does



live herself as mere body, she cannot be in unity with herself, but must take a distance from and
exist in discontinuity with her body. The objectifying regard that “keeps her in her place” can
also account for the spatial modality of being positioned and for why women frequently tend
not to move openly, keeping their links closed around themselves. To open her body in free,
active, open extension and bold outward-directedness is for a woman to invite objectification.

The threat of being seen is, however, not the only threat of objectification that the woman lives.
She also lives the threat of invasion of her body space. The most extreme form of such spatial
and bodily invasion is the threat of rape. But we daily are subject to the possibility of bodily
invasion in many far more subtle ways as well. It is acceptable, for example, for women to be
touched in ways and under circumstances that it is not acceptable for men to be touched, and
by persons—i.e., men—whom it is not acceptable for them to touch. | would suggest that the
enclosed space that has been described as a modality of feminine spatiality is in part a defense
against such invasion. Women tend to project an existential barrier closed around them and
discontinuous with the “over there” in order to keep the other at a distance. The woman lives
her space as confined and closed around her, at least in part as projecting some small area in
which she can exist as a free subject” (p. 155).



