Ashley Zeldin
Sport, Media and Gendered Cultures
GCST5901


The Penis Mightier Than the Sword

A critical review of Birrell, Susan and Cole, Cheryl L. (1994), “Double Fault: Renee Richards and the Construction and Naturalization of Difference”, in Susan Birrell and Cheryl L. Cole (eds.), Women, Sports and Culture, Champaign, Ill.: Human Kinetics, 1994.

At 11:30 p.m. on the night of 4 May 2007, Jay “The Wiz” Christensen and John Woolard welcomed Christine Daniels onto the “Sports Overnight America, Saturday edition” show of the San Francisco-based Sports Byline USA Radio Network. Daniels granted the duo her first of three broadcast interviews since penning what was to be her final column for the Los Angeles Times sports section as Mike Penner. Daniels née Penner (b. 10 October 1957) positioned herself as a hero to many transsexuals upon revealing she was a transitioning transsexual and would make her triumphant return to the Times as Daniels. The affable Daniels related a conversation between her and sports editor Randy Harvey: “‘You never know how our profession, sports media, is going to handle this story. They may try to portray you as the Renee Richards of sportswriting,’ [Harvey told Daniels], and I said, ‘Good lord.’”


The aforementioned Richards (b. 19 August 1934), a New York ophthalmologist, rose to infamy when in July 1976 at age 41 she dared to enter the professional women’s tennis ranks. A male-to-female transsexual, Richards, in her former life as Richard Raskind, had been highly ranked in the 35-and-over men’s division.

Opposed by the Women’s Tennis Association and the United States Tennis Association, organisations framed as “the establishment” by the media, Richards sued the USTA in the court of law for the right to play on the tennis court. After a mediocre five years, she returned to everyday life.


Daniels, who at the time of coming out was commencing her fifth month of the so-called real-life test, returned to work as Christine Daniels in October 2007 until March 2008; then, Penner, apparently dodging several rounds of staff cuts, inexplicably resumed working under the Mike Penner byline in October 2008. Consequently, the Times deleted all work by Christine Daniels from its archives.


The title of this article under review, “Double Fault”, acts as a metaphor for the different circumstances surrounding Renee Richards’ successful transgender transition some 31 years ago and the aborted gender adjustment of sportswriter Mike Penner. The athlete scored, but the media practitioner double-faulted. Both men were afflicted with gender dysphoria and deemed newsworthy during their respective reassignments, however, Richards and Penner arrived at distinct resolutions.

Media frames reinforce “dominant gender arrangements and ideologies”, such as two and only two sexes that are “universal, natural…mutually exclusive” and correspond to “stable” gender identity and gendered behaviour (Birrell and Cole 375). In this way, as Foucault (1979) philosophised, “power relations have an intimate hold” on the body, “invest it, train it, and torture it, force it to carry out its tasks, to perform ceremonies and emit signs” to demonstrate one’s assigned sex (in Birrell and Cole 375-6). However, according to the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistics Manual IV, “roughly one per 30,000 adult males and one per 100,000 adult females seek [sex-reassignment surgery]” (Coverson). Bucking historical trends (Birrell and Cole 377), between 80 and 90 percent of the 10,000 transsexuals in the United States as of 1987 are constructed female (Birrell and Cole 376).

French existentialist and feminist writer Simone de Bertrand de Beauvoir (1908-1986) wrote, “One is not born a woman, one becomes one.” Indeed, Renee Richards was not born a woman, rather, Richard Raskind became one after years of living as a man. Conversely, Mike Penner, who, too, attempted to become a woman, balked and returned to living as a man.

British historian and travel writer Jan Morris attests that she “could only achieve completeness” when her male sex was “adjusted” to her female gender; in this way, transsexuals believe they were born into the wrong body, encompassing a “passionate, lifelong, ineradicable conviction” (in Birrell and Cole 375). This same conviction drove Raskind to alter his body to match his psyche. Penner was unable to complete his adjustment and ceased living as Daniels in the public eye, but that isn’t to say that his conviction was eradicated. Whilst Penner no longer appears as Daniels, he is not classified a mere transvestite, as “transsexuals feel that they belong to the other sex, they want to be and function as members of the opposite sex, not only in terms of appearance” (Benjamin in Birrell and Cole 375).
In the Richards case, Birrell and Cole highlight two controversies: the sexual status of transsexuals and division of cultural activities by sex (374). As the sexual status of transsexuals in professional women’s tennis had not been explicated, Richards had to go to court to gain recognition as a woman as far as her playing career was concerned; indeed professional tennis is genderised. Conversely, Penner had not undergone reassignment surgery when he announced he was a transitioning transsexual, yet his alter-ego Daniels was accepted almost universally by his superiors, peers and readers as a woman (Daniels). In fact, Daniels was rewarded for her courage with an exclusively online column, “Woman In Progress: Christine Daniels on Life Changes Big & Small”. Unlike Richards, Daniels—and Morris (Birrell and Cole 392)—did not have to sue to continue her writing career. Sportswriting—and all journalism—is not differentiated by gender, but sports journalism is a de facto male-dominated institution in terms of its purveyors and audiences. However, the practice of sport itself recognises politicising of sex and gender into two disparate “apparently natural, mutually exclusive ‘opposite’ sexes”, suggesting that any recombination thereof is unnatural (Birrell and Cole 374).

Transsexuals are blamed for not ascribing to the existing inflexible, stereotypical gender binary (Birrell and Cole 376). Yet by attempting to modify their bodies to agree with their minds, they explicitly demonstrate that it is easier to “radically reconfigur[e]” their bodies than to live in a culture unaccepting of those who don’t identify exactly with a singular sex or gender and thus “acquiesce” to the dominant cultural view of gender (Birrell and Cole 377). Such sex reassignment is “an individual solution to a systemic problem”, but the act of reconfiguring one’s body because of internal drives is moderated by external influences (Birrell and Cole 377). Medical, psychiatric and legal experts legitimate sex reassignment via their external assessment of the transsexual in question. As all male candidates deemed eligible for sex reassignment, Richards had to display behaviours and attitudes that authorities who wield the power to consent to bodily reconstruction regard as feminine (Birrell and Cole 377). Such hyperfeminine behaviours are steeped in the “exaggerated, stereotypical notion” of masculine hegemony, furthered by a prospective surgical transsexual’s requirement to prove to authorities that he or she meets satisfactory standards (Birrell and Cole 385). For Richards, the medical technology made her a phenotypic woman, but the legal system was the final arbiter of her sex identity (Birrell and Cole 378). Daniels, conversely, had not made her reassignment a finality. In fact, throughout her public appearances Daniels refused to comment on a timeline for her own sex reassignment (Daniels). Even though Daniels was treated as a woman by her employer, her colleagues and her readers, as well as the media who referred to her as “she”, she was not medically or legally considered thus.
Time and exposure have allowed transsexuality to become more mainstream. The circumstances surrounding Richards’ foray into public consciousness positioned her as a victim of the establishment attempting to subjugate her as a woman and limit her opportunities to participate in tennis. Individual opposition to Richards was silenced by the media, depersonalised and dehumanised (Birrell and Cole 384). Of course, in a struggle between one man—or one man-cum-woman—and oppressive bureaucracy such as the USTA, the American tradition has always been to root for the underdog (Birrell and Cole 384). Like Richards, Daniels was already practicing her profession as a male. Physical prowess notwithstanding, Daniels’ opposition was negligible, consisting of religious zealots who accused her of defiling the work of G-d. Of all 538 letters Daniels received in the wake of her article only two were critical; posts on the Times website were “overwhelmingly positive” (Rainey).
Richards and Daniels neglected to acknowledge the male privilege evident in the opportunities they seized to get to the top of their respective games in the 40-some years they lived as men before deciding to transition. Richards was a nationally ranked men’s tennis player in the 35-and-over division with 30 years experience playing boys’ and men’s tennis (Birrell and Cole 384). Daniels spent 23 years ascending the ranks of the Times sports section after other sportswriting stints. Richards appeared unaware of the advantages she was privy to as a young male (Birrell and Cole 385), as did Daniels. Historically, women have struggled for opportunities in sport (Birrell and Cole 386) as well as in sportswriting, where men have attempted to block their advances, using such tactics as making locker rooms off limits; the U.S. legal system awarded women equal access to sport via Title IX and to sportswriting via Melissa Ludtke and Time, Inc. v. Bowie Kuhn, 461 F. Supp. 86 (Southern District New York 1978). Still, women’s sports are considered the ugly stepsister to men’s sports, and male sportswriters vastly outnumber females. 
Women’s universal physical inferiority was used to justify a hormonally handicapped Richards competing against other women; Richards herself claimed the diminished physical ability equated her to her female opponents (Birrell and Cole 390). In contrast, Daniels did not experience an intellectual implosion. Whilst Daniels’ attempted transition did not adversely affect her sportswriting career, it cost her marriage to fellow Times sportswriter Lisa Dillman (Brooks 2007).
Birrell and Cole assert that the media’s objective is reporting the news, not uncovering the truth; and so the act of reporting comprises the construction of news through individuals’ frames and values (379). Though Shoemaker (2006) argues that newsworthiness is not the only determinant of what constitutes news, the newsworthiness of the Richards and Daniels cases are what allowed each to become news. Although the existence of transsexuals in society has not been considered newsworthy since 1967, Richards’ intent to compete in women’s professional tennis qualified her as news (Birrell and Cole 380). 
So, too, did Harvey recognise his journalist’s transition as news. What then made Penner’s transition to Daniels newsworthy? Every stroke of Penner’s pen was read by thousands in print and online. Had she not explained in her final column as Penner that she would be returning as a female, upon her return to the Times, readers would have presumed that Penner was canned and Daniels was hired in his place. However, Harvey rightly recognised that other news outlets would seize upon the news and attempt to delegitimise Daniels. Thus, the transition of Penner to Daniels was the news, on the pure basis of his discussion of becoming a woman. Against Daniels’ initial reservations, Harvey encouraged Daniels to tell the truth, to tell her story (Daniels). Daniels told Christensen and Woolard interviewers that she met with Harvey a week-and-a-half before her column hit the papers. “‘This is a news story, Christine. …We want to control this news. …We need to be first with it, Christine,’” she recollected. Besides, as she commented, “If anybody’s going to write my story, I want it to be me.”

The media define and delineate issues through series of choices including headlines, descriptive word choice, photographs, as well as interview subjects, what is ultimately reported (Birrell and Cole 379). Initially, Daniels controlled how her situation was portrayed. However, she, like Richards, allowed her physical attributes to act as an indicator of her sex. “By reporting on physical appearance, the press legitimates physicality as valid means for assessing one’s sex status, thus confusing issue of the sex/gender relationship and obscuring the cultural production of such relationships” (Birrell and Cole 382). Fellow Times staff writer James Rainey interviewed Daniels for a companion profile to follow her confession. Indeed Rainey described Daniels’ appearance, but for a rhetorical lead:

The security guard in the lobby of the Los Angeles Times couldn’t help but ask the question. When he looked at the computer in front of him earlier this week, he saw the picture of a strapping blond man. The screen identified the employee: “Michael Penner, Editorial”.

But the person flashing the ID was a tall woman, with long, strawberry blond hair. “Ma’am, whose card are you using?” the guard asked. The subject moved closer to answer quietly: “I’m Mike Penner and I’m a transitioning transsexual.”

Rainey went further, describing Daniels’ coded feminine outfit, her wig, her makeup and her jewellery as she “pronounced herself tremendously relieved at shedding the male persona that made her feel trapped most of her life.” Outing herself as a woman trapped in the body of a man did not mark the conclusion of Daniels’ saga. 
Whilst Daniels’ story is not as salacious as that of Richards, she still became media fodder. Journalists recognised the controversy surrounding Richards as news not only because of its immediacy and impending outcome as per the court’s decision (Birrell and Cole 379), but also because of the two-sided conflict and its outrageous implications. “People naturally pay attention to things that are dangerous or threatening” (Shoemaker 107). By allowing the court decision to end their coverage of the Richards case, “newspapers implied that the end of the tennis controversy marked the logical resolution to the issue of transsexualism itself” (Birrell and Cole 379).  News judgement dictates that “stories develop until the problems are resolved. Problem resolution is good news, which most of the time means no news” (Shoemaker 107-8). Thus Richards disappeared from journalists’ radars. The Daniels case has had no such conclusion per se, but the deletion of Daniels’ blog and bylines (Brooks 2008) intimates that so too has the issue of her transition reached its end.
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