HE SAID, SHE SAID

It's difficult to know where to
beginadiscussion of sexismin debate
from a male perspective. After dl,
aren't girlstheoneswho are supposed
tofed theweight of discriminationon
ther fragilelittieshoulders? Andaren’t
my fellow guys—chauvinist lackeysall
of us, down to the last sorry couch
potato —the sole progenitorsand ben-
efidariesof such prgudiceand bigotry?

While | certainly won't be an
apologist for male pigdom, | do want
to relate my own debate experiences
with an eyetowards convincing you
that such emotionally charged gener-
dizationsarelittlebetter than nonsense.

When| debated girlsat locd tour-
naments, where thejudging pool was
exceedingly random at its brightest
moments, | dwaysfdttorn. How could
| toetheline between condescension
and callousness? Thiswaslessof an
issueat national tournaments, perhaps
becauseit never redly entered my mind
that experienced, flowing judgeswould
care, but it still happened occasiondly.
A fewtimes| evenfelt resentful when
| perceived afemal e opponent inten-
tionaly playingtheroleof thehel pless
mai den specificaly to make me appear
overbearing. | couldn’t get over the
fedingthat thiswassomehow “ playing
dirty,” andthat it wasjust assexist and
insultingtowomenasamaeletting out
awolf whistle at afemale opponent
standing uptothegivealAR.

Mercifully, conduct of thissortis
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the exception rather than the norm.
Whileblatant sexismregrettably exists,
the morefrequent feeling among de-
batersissimply one of general angst
reflectingalarger socid question. How
doesthe 21% century expect aman and
awoman, thankfully now thefull legal
and socia equal of each other, to act
towards one another? Shouldwebid
chivalry good riddanceassmply the
moreinnocuousfaceof chauvinism?

| would tend to answer yes to
that question. But let’snot commit the
mistake many progressive-minded,
well-meaning people make by assum-
ingthat onesideisclearly right andthe
other unabashedly evil —evenif noth-
ing elseis clear, we can be sure that
thejury isgtill out onthat one. Ameri-
can cultureingenera, and debate cul -
turein particular, seem to require of
mal e debaterstwo contradictory atti-
tudesintheir conduct towardsfemale
debaters. One dictum commandsus
to be the liberated men we aspire to
be, treating our femal e opponentsno
differently than wewould trest another
male. On the other hand, the same
cutthroat aggressivenessthat usually
characterizes a much stronger male
debater demolishing thearguments of
another male feels curioudly violent
whenthe*“victim” isinstead female.
What appearsto be* manly sparring”
inoneinstancelookslikeabuseinthe
other. Inexperienced“lay” judgesin
particular seem morelikely to punish
guys, whether in terms of speaker
points or even the ballot, when they
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percelvethem asbeating up ona“de-
fenselesslittlegirl.” | don't claimto
have an answer thisproblem, but it's
certainly onethat the debate commu-
nity at large needsto grapplewith.

L et me state unequivocally my
belief that there should be no gender
rolesin adebate round. Sexism and
sexua harassment arereprehensible,
but | merely want to point out that the
issue cutsbothways. Wecan'tview a
mal e debater who seemsabit patron-
izingasmerely apig and abigot, dis-
missing out of hand thestrong cultural
and stuationd factorsthat might com-
mand such behavior. After dl, that’'sa
hard line to walk for a 16 year old,
especialy when adultsdon’t even have
the proper fedl for whereit should be.

(James Scott graduated from Katy
High School near Houston, Texas,
where he debated for four years. As
ajunior, James earned second at the
Texas TFA State Tournament in LD.
During his senior year, he finished
runner-up at the 2000 Tournament
of Champions, was the Texas state
champion, cleared at every national
tournament he attended, and at-
tended three round robins. James
now attends the University of Texas
at Austin as a double major in the
liberal arts and math departments.)
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In the fall of 1994, my debate
career nearly ended asquickly asit had
begun. Lordknowsl wasaready ner-
vous enough as | stood outside the
classroom, waiting for my very first
debate round to begin. Never mind
thefact that | had three (') moretodo
before | could go home and cry, the
only thing | could imaginedoing after
what promised to be one of the most
mortifying daysof my life. (Yes ladies
and gentlemen, | think | may have had
asalf-confidence problem.) | wason
thebrink of emationa meltdown—and
then, it happened. ..

Whew! Hey baby, what's your
name? | need your number.

Andsoitwent. For twenty min-
utes outside the room and then
throughout theentireround. No, you
can't be a freshman, you' ve gotta be
ajunior—or even my judge...where
did you get those eyes? Aw, honey,
don’'t bescared, I’ mjust going to ask
you a few easy questions. Could |
really cross-examine someone with
such beautiful eyesasyours? Did |
mention the starring, perhaps better
termed leering? I’'mnot kidding; | was
ready to quit debateforever after round
one.

Luckily, I didn't,and | learned a
few thingsalongtheway:

Gender in debate rounds was
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usually subtle, but oftenimportant. A
seemingly clear concept becameany-
thing but in assessing what to wear,
how totalk, what to say, whomtoimi-
tate... For some people, the choice
of askirt versus pantsin themorning
was decided on awhim; for me, and
for many of my fellow femal e debat-
ers, what to wear wasinevitably ade-
cision about my image as a young
woman aswell. Makeup or not and
how much became more of anissue
than | had ever thought it could be.
Andtherewasawaysthat questionin
the back of my head: Am | adebater
who happenstobeagirl, oram| agirl
who happens to be adebater? Inno
way did | fed paranoiaregarding how
to project myself in a debate round,
but the question of “how much me’
would beadlowedintotheoveral im-
age was always there. | often won-
dered whether ma e debaterssiruggled
withsamilarissues

Surprisingly, | found that | be-
lieved they did. Granted, the choice
was not skirt or pants, but it seemed
to be adecision regarding whether to
consider their female opponents fe-
malesfirst or debatersfirst, and it of -
ten seemed accompanied by an assess-
ment of thejudge’ stolerance of how
they might want to approach defeating
theyoung woman they werearguing
agang.

After several yearsof participa
tioninand afew morein observation
of high school debate(or, at least LD),
hereiswhat | believel havelearned:

1. Theissue, sexism, exists, but

usually in less overt waysthan were
demonstrated in my first round ever.
My senior year in debate, | was prob-
ably more assertive than most of the
other female competitorsthat | came
into contact with; | am still not sure
whether my level of assertiveness
worked for or against me. Totell you
thetruth, it probably depended onthe
judge. Some judges said that they
were tired of girls being (gasp!)
“bitchy,” soto speak, and that | needed
to“toneitdown”. Otherssaid asser-
tiveisgood and worth therisk of be-
inglabdedassomethingelse. Regard-
less, though, of theway anindividual
judgefdt about how assartiveafemae
could be, the question was always
there, and aquestion | tried to answer
every weekend, every round.

2. However, asJamesand | both
believe, it cutsbothways. | wasand
gtill am friendswith anumber of male
debaterswho ran into trouble dealing
with female assertiveness, or alack
thereof. It's not just a problem for
women. Many of my malepeerssm-
ply could not be asassertiveagainst a
femal e asthey would against another
mal e because they would be seen as
"beating up on poor little Betty" or
something likethat. So, asunfortunate
as the stereotypes are, * sometimes*
femal e debatersbenefit fromthe, even
if only inavery indirect and ultimately
insulting (theassumptionthat afemae
could not handlethe pressure) way. |
personally enjoyed the roundswhen
guysseemed to challengemefor con-
trol of the round beyond argumenta-
tion—I thought thet that facilitated al ot



of learning that could not be obtained
directly from debating the actual “is-
sues’ at hand...but lotsof times(no, |
don’t have an exact number, but | did
noticethis), | felt asif | wasgiven at
least the benefit of the doubt in close
roundssometimeshbecausetheguy was
perceived as* besting up on Betty,” or
inthiscase, poor little5 4"ishredhead
named Allison. Little did the judge
know that | was probably accused of
threatening Betty more often that my
male opponent for that round ever
would be. Sometimes| really won-
deredif | had lost theissues but won
thementa game, and that’swhy | won.

3. Itmay alsobemost viciousin
girls assessment of other girls, rather
thaninmales trestment of them. (Ha
grant exceptionsexist, of course, but
the point remains valid.) Young
women'sin-round actionsoftenledto
accusationsoutsidetheround, usually
leveled by other females. There
seemed to be a trend, for some
(*some*) debaters to assume that
some females won rounds based on
particular bodily attributesand/or how
they accentuated them. Thismay have
been truein some (* some*) cases, but
| believethat thisclaim wasoverused,
and was often used to speak dispar-
agingly of someta ented femal e debat-
erswho dressed alittlemoreliberally
than others. Unfortunately, sometimes
we(l amintentionaly including myself
here) forgot they were talented, and
only focused on their “presentation
skills” (These comments were less
often directed at male debaters, but
perhaps some of that may have been
duetothefact that men can't exactly
accentuatetharr attributesasobvioudy
aswomen can.) However, theinter-
estingthing, isthat femal e debatersin
my experiencewere much morewill-
ing to accuse ancther female of this
“trick” than male debaters were.
(Maybethisisbecausetheguysonly
really said it around each other, who

knows.) Whether or not individuals
dressed in certain waysto gain inap-
propriate favor—and in most cases, |
would liketo believethat isnot why
they dressed asthey did—they were
almost always criticized from within
the gender for not knowing how to be
a proper female debater. In other
words, we were part of what was
wrong.

4. Many of the“top” (however
you would measurethat anyway) fe-
mal e debaterswerefortunate enough
to have strong fema e coaching, which
| believehad asubstantial subconscious
effect on the attitudes of many young
women toward debate. | am not say-
ing that femal e debatersdo not benefit
from male coaches—what | am say-
ingisthat it may makeanintangibledif-
ferenceto haveadirect influencelike
that that keepsafemaleinterested in
and confident in debate asan activity
despitetheinfluence of sexismonthe
activity. This might also be accom-
plished by having several varsity fe-
malesfor anovicefemaleto"look up
to" --1 don't know. Havinghad Marilee
Dukesasmy coach, mentor, and role
model made all the differencein the
worldinalot of spheres; thiswasone
of them.

Andthisiswherewereturntothe
beginning, and why | did not quit after
that very first round | affectionately
called hell. Fortunately, the (male)
judge pulled me aside after theround
and told me debate was NOT sup-
posed to be like that, severa varsity
girlstold methat that was not typical,
and Dukes...shegavemesevera good
ideasabout how to handle such situa-
tionsin thefuture...and then shetook
me aside and literally kept me from
quitting. (Whether or not sheremem-
bersthe exchangel do not know, but |
will awaysbethankful for her inter-
vention.) Participants in the activ-
ity cared, and showed me that sex-

iIsm was not the norm, and that it
could be overcome.

Sexism, both overt and more
subtle, isdefinitey there. It affectsboth
male and female debaters, but | fear
that thesexism may crestelifdongim-
pressionson someof thefemalesthat
it may not on most males. Unfortu-
nately, often the young women un-
knowingly continuethe cycleagainst
themsdlvesthrough paying moreatten-
tion to the presentation of personality
than thetaent of someof themorelib-
eral and aggressive femal e debaters.
Luckily, though, even though the de-
bate hasits problemswith sexism, my
experience with theissue showsthat
the debate community isaware of the
problems, and cares about addressing
them. My first year that iswhat made
thedifference: ajudge, several older
female debaters, and a wonderful
coach addressing sexism, one debater
at atime. In September 1994, that
debater wasme, and for that | am eter-
naly grateful.

(Allison Pickett graduated from
\esaviaHillsHigh School, AL. Asahigh
school debater shereachedthelatedimi-
nation roundsof virtually every national
tournament and participated in every
major round robin. She ended her de-
bate career by capturing the 1998 NFL
National ChampionghipinLincolnDou-
glas Debate. She has also been a gaff
member of both the Univergty of lowa
and Samford Universty's LD Inditutes
She currently attends the Universty of
North Carolina at Chapd Hill.




