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      FOREWORD

      
         In November 1993, when Rene Denfeld first walked into the Grand Avenue boxing gym in Portland, Oregon, she had written and
         published widely on various social issues and, at the age of twenty-six, had just finished writing her first book (The New Victorians, Warner Books, 1995). But in the small, distilled world of the boxing gym, nobody knew or cared about her professional accomplishments.
         Her significance to the fight guys in that one small gym was strictly her gender. She was part of the first generation of
         women who were allowed to train and compete against one another as amateur boxers. For many of the men immersed in this sport,
         she was the advance edge of an invasion.
      

      Women had been forbidden to box as amateurs until just the month before, October 1993, when U.S. Amateur Boxing, Inc., the
         national organization that governs amateur boxing, had finally been driven by discrimination lawsuits to open the sport to
         females. The fight guys were scared and their fears boiled down to two fundamental questions: Can women survive the game?
         Can the game survive women?
      

      
         Similar dramas were being played out across the country as women and girls trickled into boxing gyms. But at the Grand, the
         focus was on Denfeld. As a longtime boxing reporter, I frequented that gym. As a woman and a supporter of women’s right to
         participate, I anxiously watched her entry into the gym. She began with much the same attitude a twelve-year-old might have,
         intrigued by the sport and curious about her own capacities. She found herself under a microscope. Her demeanor as well as
         her ability and desire to respond to the rigorous training were analyzed and dissected by coaches, other boxers, and even
         this female reporter, as an example of what could be expected from all those women who would, in the ensuing years, infiltrate
         the ultimate male preserve—the territory of the warrior. It was an absurd and unfair burden to place on any individual, but
         there it was—inevitable.
      

      Like most of the females who followed her into that particular gym, Denfeld was serious and eager. She was also a long-distance
         runner with enough stamina to impress the most relentless coaches. She didn’t play coy or frail or ask that the game be changed
         to accommodate her. She asked to be allowed to play by the same rules as the boys. Given that chance, she proved her mettle.
         She changed a lot of guys’ minds and earned their respect, not as a woman or a writer, but as something far more important
         in that context—a fighter.
      

      That’s how it looked from the outside, watching. But Denfeld’s book reveals her deeper interior struggle. In the personal
         essays and sketches that introduce each chapter, she examines her experiences with fresh eyes and a lean, lucid narrative.
         Here she reveals her self-doubt, fear, frustration, delight, and wry humor. While she was being watched and tested, she was
         assessing the watchers, coming to understand their fears and the sources of their prejudices, and to sympathize even as she
         fought to overcome them. These sections of the book provide a point of view seldom revealed 
         in the literary and journalistic treatment of the sport. This is the boxer’s view. That this boxer is a woman adds complex
         new dimensions to an age-old experience.
      

      Denfeld was not boxing so she could write this book, but the book was the logical result of her boxing. For Denfeld the writer,
         the ring becomes a lens to examine issues much larger than those surrounding one arcane sport. It exposes the cultural mythology
         surrounding women and aggression, and provides an opportunity to document the rich, multifaceted reality that flatly contradicts
         the myths.
      

      As Denfeld makes clear, the same superstitions and preconceptions that prevented women from boxing have traditionally excluded
         them from many other activities. And these beliefs are still commonly held in far more sophisticated circles by women and
         men alike. The crustiest of boxing’s curmudgeons might well agree with some radical feminists and conservatives that women
         can be injured more easily than males, that they are dramatically weaker in physiological design and cannot develop strength.
         They would agree on the core belief that women do not possess the same aggressive capacity required for voluntary violence,
         that women are somehow further evolved, spiritually and morally superior to the crass inclinations to fight, more inclined
         to nurture and placate than to compete, and therefore more likely to be abused and exploited than to hold their own, to take
         care of themselves. Rene Denfeld says it isn’t so, none of it. And she offers proof.
      

      In 1960, just seven years before Denfeld was born, my high school physical education teacher gravely warned her female students
         that running too far or fast would render us permanently sterile. Believing her in those pre-Pill days of sketchy birth control,
         some of us took to pelting gleefully around the track at every opportunity. Now the women runners fly past my city windows
         at dawn, many of them mothers or future mothers, training for marathons.
      

      
         Plenty of ignorance and fear, as well as outmoded tradition and misguided fantasy, are still tangled up in our thinking about
         human biology and behavior, and particularly about the limits of female ability. The last three decades have produced enormous
         progress toward legal and social equality for women in the United States. Still, at the brink of the twenty-first century,
         a major subtext for political and social debate is the physical and psychological difference between males and females. The
         presumption of significant differences between the sexes has traditionally affected our laws, social programs, educational
         systems, work opportunities, sports, and pastimes.
      

      Denfeld explains that the old claims of difference have now boiled down to this most adamant core—the insistence that females
         are inherently less aggressive, less inclined to violence, than men. After introducing the reader to the gym and to amateur
         boxing through her own novice eyes, she considers the broadly defined concept of aggression and critiques the popular claims
         that females lack it. Armed with meticulous research, she discusses gender differences in terms of physical strength and the
         many social and environmental factors that influence them.
      

      In subsequent chapters, Denfeld uses history, social and behavioral studies, and anecdotal evidence in seeking to understand
         the intended functions of the old mythologies and to reveal the reality that contradicts them. She considers the effects of
         an unnecessarily exaggerated fear of victimization on women’s actual freedoms, and she debunks the popular notion that women
         rarely commit crimes. Her examination of domestic violence and child abuse is extensively documented, and it may be deeply
         disturbing to readers who have seen only limited media presentations of these crucial problems. Discussing the military, Denfeld
         reveals that modern circumstances make 
         female participation mandatory, not just for civil rights but also for the practical good of the nation’s armed forces. In
         chapter after chapter, Denfeld exposes some of our most central and cherished ideas of female nature as no longer functional.
      

      The broad spectrum of aggressive behavior determines not just success but survival in every arena, from the boardroom to the
         barroom, from elected office to a night-darkened street. Denying that scope of behavior to an entire gender renders its members
         permanently dependent on the goodwill of the aggressors. Denfeld has maintained in all of her previous writings that protectionism
         is the primary cause of sexism. In this book, she demonstrates why such protectionism is neither desirable nor necessary.
      

      This wider, more accurate definition of what it means to be female appears during a transitional period in our history. There
         is still resistance to females as full-fledged, multidimensional humans. The old strategy of sheltering women from the onerous
         burdens of real life and real risk are used not just by a male establishment but also by those who work for women’s benefit.
      

      But this political and academic rhetoric clashes dramatically with the growing dimensionality of women’s lives. In fact, today’s
         women are fighting fires, crimes, and wars. They are triumphing in the most intensive competition in business, science, political,
         and sports arenas. Rene Denfeld speaks from that reality in an often-personal but always-thoughtful confrontation with that
         mythology.
      

      The joke is, of course, that fight guys, and fight reporters, are easy compared to the political dogma of women’s mildness.
         Denfeld didn’t have to explain to her boxing coach that women can be as aggressive as men. She just had to demonstrate. She
         won respect at the Grand even before she won in the 1995 Tacoma Golden Gloves. However entrenched and encrusted an individual’s
         social notions, 
         the fight folks are focused on their passion. When it comes right down to it, they will forget your race, religion, language,
         fashion sense, taste in music, and even gender, if you can fight.
      

      —Katherine Dunn
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      THE FIRST DAY IN THE GYM

      
         I first laid eyes on the Grand Avenue boxing gym while standing on the windblown street. I peered through the storefront window.
         The gym looked soft and musty, warm. Condensation ran in thick drops down the inside of the glass.
      

      A series of peeling black plastic letters was stuck on the window. The letters read simply BOXING. On the weathered red door
         was a handwritten sign in English and in Spanish: “Members Only. “
      

      Nervously, I opened the door and stepped inside.

      Here was a smallish room with faded wood floors.

      A few fighters jumped rope or battered at bags. Some made a curious huff, huff noise as they threw their punches, expelling breath with each blow. Others made a strange whistling sound, like spitting
         with your tongue pressed against your teeth. This was a sound I would eventually adopt, to make the blows come faster, with
         that sting at the end, like a final syllable.
      

      Old fight posters, scribbled with autographs, lined the room. A row of heavy bags dangled from chains. Long mirrors, smeared
         with fingerprints, leaned precariously against 
         one wall, next to a locker overflowing with gloves. A speed bag hung several feet above a wooden pallet, which was used to
         help children reach the leather punching bag.
      

      A yellow line on the floor warned visitors to stay on one side of the gym. Old chairs were lined up so guests could watch
         the boxers work out. They were cracked and cheap-looking, salvaged from some defunct movie theater.
      

      In one corner sat the gym’s boxing ring, with soft elastic ropes and a stained canvas floor.

      The ring looked huge, forbidding. Plastic buckets sat on the floor near each corner. During breaks, fighters swish water through
         their mouths and, leaning through the ropes, spit into these buckets. Sometimes this effluvia collects for days, with discarded
         tape and clots of expectorant blood floating in it, until the resulting liquid is black and foul.
      

      The only sounds were the creaking of the bags and the soft whistling of boxers jumping rope. The place smelled like old sweat
         and leather: wet leather. There was something else, too, as ripe and healthy as cut fruit. It was the smell of fresh sweat
         when it comes in a downpour—the kind that is invigorating.
      

      I fell in love right then.

      As I made my way inside, gym bag in hand, the men stopped. They seemed in mild shock at a woman entering their world. A boxer
         with a pale Irish face quit jumping rope to watch me. He was dressed in a simple tank top and trunks, as poised and graceful
         as a gazelle, his chest rising and falling with his breath.
      

      I was twenty-six at the time, small, almost petite. I looked nothing like a fighter.

      I had come dressed to work out in old shorts and a T-shirt, having been forewarned there was no women’s locker room. Feeling
         naked and ill at ease, I paused in the middle of the gym. A few older men turned. They were the trainers, old fighters with
         lean bodies and battered hands.
      

      
         Boxing gyms are not health clubs or exercise gyms. Many exist on a shoestring budget, with barely enough equipment to function.
         You don’t go there just to exercise. You go to learn how to fight. The dues include training. Every fighter, no matter how
         experienced, is supervised by a coach.
      

      Within five minutes of my entering the Grand Avenue boxing gym, I found my coach: Jess Sandoval, an Hispanic ex-pro fighter
         in his seventies. Jess has steel-gray-and-black hair cut in crisp, close waves, a hatchet of a face, and hooded eyes. He was
         dressed in slacks and an open-collar short-sleeved shirt. Bent with arthritis and crippled with diabetes, he still looked
         dangerous and fierce. He didn’t seem too thrilled about training a woman.
      

      Stuttering shyly at me, Jess led me to a spot before the mirrors. Before he walked away, he told me to warm up. I stood there,
         stupefied and self-conscious. After a few minutes—with me doing some halfhearted stretches—Jess came back.
      

      And he began what turned out to be a long, painstaking process: teaching a woman how to throw a punch.

      Gently, over and over, he would form my fist correctly, show me the proper alignment of the shoulder, move my body to throw,
         show me the proper form. I didn’t know the first thing about hitting. I would tuck my thumb inside my fist—a good place to
         get it broken. I would throw my hand out as if my arm were made of rubber, fall off balance, and promptly blush like a fool.
         I would stare at my feet as if they were small animals. I tried to move them in the precise, clean movements that Jess demonstrated—in
         the perfect balance that every fighter must learn—but what came out was an uncoordinated shuffling. I cringed as an old man
         next to me danced gracefully, his feet floating off the floor.
      

      My first day in the gym passed in that haze of embarrassment we reserve for such difficult moments. I can barely remember
         it now. I know I pathetically tried to shadowbox 
         before Jess finally told me I could stop and go home, sympathy on his face.
      

      I look back now and think that it must have taken courage to go in there. But at the time, it was almost a lark. Bravado,
         not courage, carried me through.
      

      The real courage would come later, when I actually stepped into the ring. It was then that I found out how terrified I was
         of conflict, the thought of being hit. And it was then that I discovered how gratifying it was to meet and grapple directly
         with my fear.
      

      As the weeks and months passed, we made several false starts. Jess wasn’t accustomed to training women. I think he felt that
         women had to be coached differently from men. Coddled, maybe. What does a boxing coach ask for from a female body? Is there
         a fundamental difference? He couldn’t yell at me the way he would the men. I was a lady, after all. He didn’t know what to
         do with me.
      

      Everything you do in the boxing gym—everything—takes you one step closer to the ring. In shadowboxing, you watch yourself
         in the mirror. At the heavy bags, slugging at seventy pounds of dangling weight, you practice hitting hard as well as hitting
         with proper form. In front of the double-end bag (which the Mexican fighters call “the crazy bag,” because the more you punch
         it, the harder it is to hit, and it drives you crazy), you duck and move and learn accuracy.
      

      Lead with your left fist. This is the jab, used to pepper your opponent’s face. You don’t always hit hard with the jabbing
         left, but, rather, keep your opponent away, confuse him. The straight right hand is a power punch which I’ve only recently
         begun to grasp fully, having been too stiff before to throw my weight into it, hitting “like a girl.” Arch the left arm and
         you have a left hook, which is a punch I’m much better at, using the leveled forearm to deliver the blow quickly, a series
         of them, as Jess softly chants, “Like a cat, like a cat.”
      

      
         The same hands that hit the face can hit the body. Except when you throw to the body—and Jess is an expert at body punches—you
         crouch, digging up from under, and use deep, hooking blows.
      

      The straight line is strong and the wobbly line weak. The power of the punch is not in the muscle of the arm as much as in
         the weight and form of the body. Can you turn your hip into it? Move from the ball of the foot, collecting energy up the side
         of the body, and then send the punch sizzling out, with all the collected power snapping at the end of that tightly balled
         fist? It is more difficult than it sounds.
      

      In boxing, you learn to use your body as a weapon. There is no ball, no bat, no lines on the floor, no goalpost or hoop. Most
         of the paraphernalia, the costumes, rituals, and excuses, of other sports have been trimmed away. What is left is exquisitely
         real, unavoidably frank.
      

      At home, I ran more and more miles. In the gym, I worked harder and harder. I worked at the heavy bags until my arms felt
         puffy with exhaustion. I worked in front of the mirrors, on the double-end bag, on the speed bag. I worked until my shirt
         was soaked through, until the sweat ran down my legs, and I would go home as lathered as a hard-run horse. I worked until
         my face turned bright red (it still does, almost every workout). I worked until my shoulders took on the lean, spare look
         of a fighter—with each muscle clearly defined—and I noticed one day that the veins of my neck stood out, whether I was working
         out or not.
      

      Pleased at my progress, Jess would wind the cloth wraps for protection around my hands and whisper boxing advice in my ear.
         His favorite was a famous adage, attributed most often to Muhammad Ali: Kill the body and the head will fall.
      

      “You know what happens?” he asked me one day. Gesturing toward the in-curving line of my stomach, right under the rib cage,
         he said, “You hit them in the body. You do that, their legs don’t work. They get tired and weak. 
         They are trying to make their legs move, but they can’t. So they start thinking, I can’t let her hit me in the belly anymore;
         I’ve got to stop her from hitting me there. And they drop their arms like this.” Jess tucked in his elbows to protect his
         stomach, which made his fists drop slightly from his face, and looked at me with a question in his eyes.
      

      I chimed in, “Their head is open. An unguarded target.”

      Jess nodded. His eyes took on a nostalgic, dreamy look, and, satisfied, he said, “The head will fall.”

      This is a society that condemns aggression in women. Boxing, of course, is one of the most aggressive of sports.

      I didn’t take up boxing to make a political statement. I had no intention of writing about it. I was looking for something
         different to do, a new hobby of sorts, something to get me out of the house and away from my work as a writer. Boxing seemed
         like fun, and it offered the bonus of physical fitness. I hoped it would convince me to quit smoking. Eventually, it did.
      

      Who I am obviously informed my decision to take up the sport. I come from a background of taking risks (I left home when very
         young, for instance). While boxing did strike me as scary, it also felt like a challenge, and I love challenges.
      

      But I soon found that boxing was not going to be a superficial endeavor. My experiences in the gym led me to question some
         of my most precious assumptions about aggression, and, in the process, about myself. A subject that had once seemed simple
         was increasingly revealed as full of shades and contradictions. It became harder simply to condemn all aggression. Such a
         perspective didn’t seem to allow for the enormous differences between one kind of aggression and another, the purpose it serves,
         and what people get out of it.
      

      For a word we use often, aggression is more of an umbrella term than one with a concise meaning. We use it to talk about a range of behaviors, from football
         to war. The dictionary 
         will tell you that aggression means “a forceful action or procedure, especially when intended to dominate.” That includes a lot of behaviors.
      

      Aggression doesn’t have to be physical. Trying to dominate and being forceful about it can occur in a Scrabble game. Nor does
         aggression have to be direct. Many people express force covertly, or hide it in groups. Witness the mobs that gather outside
         prisons during executions.
      

      Nor is all aggression negative (the word violence is used to describe destructive, pointless aggression). A good deal of aggression, such as law enforcement, is considered
         positive—or at least necessary. It would be hard to dismiss the value of someone forcefully intervening to stop a crime. Sometimes
         taking action is unavoidable when defending ourselves and others.
      

      We may cast it in polite language—such as assertiveness— but much aggression is an accepted part of our lives. We haggle in business dealings. We have countless ways to “make” children
         mind.
      

      Everyone makes little determinations about what kinds of aggression are acceptable and what are not. For some people, boxing
         is repellent, but martial arts are wonderful. For others, television violence is detrimental, but spanking is key in raising
         law-abiding children. For still others, corporal punishment is immoral, but a woman who kills an abusive husband strikes a
         blow for womankind. It’s hard to find a person who doesn’t condone at least some form of aggression.
      

      For all the behaviors that fall under the umbrella of aggression, however, there is one stereotype that defines it: It is considered male.
      

      We now recognize that women can be just as smart as men, just as ambitious, and just as good at math and the sciences. But
         our views on aggression are still very old-fashioned.
      

      
         Men are said to be more aggressive than women—more prone to violence and more interested in contact sports and other forms
         of direct action. Women are said to be more peaceful—less capable of violence and less interested in acting aggressively.
      

      These differences are often cast as biological, starting from conception. Even when their premise is murky, many still consider
         this a major difference between the sexes— something that is deeply rooted, unalterable, a physical part of our landscape.
      

      Women in fields such as law enforcement are gaining recognition. A few decades ago, there were only seven women police officers
         on regular duty in the entire United States. Now roughly one in ten officers and detectives nationwide is female. Women in
         such fields may not always be given the same respect as men, but at least there is an increasing awareness that they exist.
      

      The same is not necessarily true for the negative side of women’s aggression, especially when it pertains to crime, juvenile
         delinquency, racism, and other repugnant violence. The more overt and discomforting female violence, the more likely we are
         to deny it exists, especially as an important social issue with vast repercussions.
      

      The result is that aggression is still viewed as “naturally” male. And female aggression is, by default, considered unnatural
         and uncommon.
      

      The reality is this: Women can be just as aggressive as men.

      Women get angry, become hateful, take out their frustrations on the helpless. In the 1920s, half a million or so women joined
         the Ku Klux Klan—nearly half the total Klan membership in some states.
         
            1
         
          American women supported the internment of Japanese-Americans in relocation centers, cheered on McCarthyism, and still continue
         to take part in a spectrum of violent crimes and extremist causes. 
         Oregon homemaker Shelley Shannon shot an abortion doctor and firebombed clinics. Self-styled revolutionary leader Linda Thompson
         fronts militia calls to overthrow the government.
         
            2
         
         
      

      In Germany in 1991, women topped the list of most-wanted terrorists.
         
            3
         
          In Rwanda, women—including schoolteachers—hatcheted and killed in a bloody civil war. Authorities say women played an overlooked
         role in that genocide, from nurses welcoming murder squads into hospitals to women wielding machetes in the massacres of entire
         families. One group of nuns supplied gasoline to burn Tutsis alive.
         
            4
         
         
      

      Across the globe, women have shown themselves capable of the most grievous human faults, sins, and frailties of spirit.

      Yet they have also shown themselves to be exemplary soldiers and athletes.

      There are some general differences in how the sexes are socialized with regard to aggression. But these differences appear to be frequently
         exaggerated. To start with, relatively few men actually engage in violent behavior. Few want to partake in sports like boxing,
         and, despite popular images, even fewer are murderers or rapists. Aggression is held to be a defining aspect of masculinity,
         but this perception itself is frequently inaccurate.
      

      At the same time, the public communication mill—from news coverage to the sciences—consistently disregards and downplays the
         myriad forms of female aggression. In all the press coverage of the genocide in Rwanda, for instance, few articles acknowledged
         that women took part. This erasure of women’s violence occurs constantly, from family violence to terrorism.
      

      The result is that women and men are portrayed as polar opposites in terms of aggression, when, in fact, we are more alike
         than we think.
      

      
         The basic assumption that women aren’t as aggressive as men is like the central leader on a tree: It forms the strong spine
         of a mythology. A surprising amount of popular thought traces back to this spine. On one branch might be found myths of female
         physical weakness. On another might be found lack of interest in female crime. A tangle of branches intertwine around notions
         of motherhood, and the denial of women’s violence, especially within the home. The fruits of this mythology are numerous and
         litter many parts of our lives, from missed job opportunities to views on female sexuality.
      

      In my mind, I see simple cutouts, shapes of women: Lizzie Borden, Ma Barker. Those few aggressive women history culls and
         passes down are unsatisfying and one-dimensional. If the history of women has truly been lost, as some claim, then part of
         this history is the obliterated record of female aggression.
      

      I believe a great deal of social and personal confusion, if not harm, results from ignoring women’s aggression. We ignore
         the tremendous pressures that can descend on anyone, the breaking point that leads to violence.
      

      I know women who pride themselves on being nonaggressive but are ruthlessly competitive at work and unable to control their
         tempers. I’ve also known women who are dangerously violent, getting into fights when drunk, assaulting others.
      

      But somehow, when women display it, aggression suddenly becomes a different issue. We change the language in the middle of
         the sentence.
      

      Sometimes female violence is made light of. I think of the rock star Courtney Love, who has been accused of assaulting fans
         and fellow musicians. Love has gloated over her violence, and for the most part, the press has joined her self-romanticization.
         A male rock star who hit women would 
         not receive this indulgent amusement, which Love doesn’t seem to notice is patronizing: Fists in baby-doll dresses aren’t
         taken as seriously as fists thrown by men.
      

      Women’s violence can be cast as a parody, with even the perpetrator invited to join in the joke. Laughter over the assaults
         of Courtney Love, or the more bitter-edged jokes about Lorena Bobbitt’s slashing of her husband’s penis, seem not just to
         discredit the act but to lessen the culpability of the person who commits it.
      

      Women who enter once-male fields of aggression can be cast as oddities, even traitors to their sex. I have encountered the
         most sexism—the most outrageous displays of double standards and the most vicious personal attacks and vitriol—from other
         women. It is usually people who pride themselves on their lack of sexism who are the first to insinuate that I box, as one
         woman acquaintance said, “to get male attention.” That would have to be the most painful and time-consuming method to do so
         ever invented.
      

      Once, at a lunch table full of women writers, I was grilled by an author who was aghast that I boxed. Clearly discom-fitted
         by the notion, she fell back on condescending pity, and then, casting about for a comforting excuse, she announced I surely
         suffer from high testosterone levels. This explanation was invented out of the blue and was completely unfounded, but the
         other women nodded sagely in agreement. I felt disheartened that boxing was such a radical departure from the norm that it
         could be explained only by a serious hormonal imbalance—something that would require medical treatment, something that could
         be “cured.”
      

      I am not saying that all women are by nature aggressive (neither are all men). What I am saying is that while violence is
         presented as the antithesis of womanhood, it is far more common than many think. It is not a humorous glitch or oddity, but
         a shifting, constant reality—the same as male aggression is. It is a human condition, not confined to one sex.
      

      
         In activities like sports, women are being allowed to be more publicly aggressive.
      

      These changes make a lot of people uncomfortable. I have friends who admonish me that “we should try to make men more like
         women, not vice versa.” This thinking seems disingenuous to me. It bypasses the fact that inequality in public realms such
         as sports is at least partially the result of policy and discrimination. If women haven’t been as openly aggressive, perhaps
         it’s because we haven’t been allowed to play. Such reasoning also denies the power that aggression has in society. A realm
         of power and influence—a culture, really—is denied to women but granted to men.
      

      I’m not recommending boxing as a panacea for female inequality. That is not what this book is about. It is a lens on female
         aggression from the viewpoint of a boxing gym.
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