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Mr. Claro -- Modern Nonfiction

Reading Selection by James Fallows

 
Throwing Like a Girl 
 
James Fallows (b. 1949) is a defense reporter, economic theorist, and media critic. He attended 
Harvard University and received a diploma in economic development from Queen's College, Oxford. He 
has been editor of the Washington Monthly, Texas Monthly, the Atlantic Monthly, and, most recently, U.
S. News and World Report. In addition to National Defense, which won the National Book Award, he 
has written Looking at the Sun (1995), Breaking the News: How the Media Undermines American 
Democracy (1996), and Free Fight (2001). The following article first appeared in the Atlantic Monthly 
for August 1996. 

 
Most people remember the 1994 baseball season for the way it ended-with a strike rather than a World 
Series. I keep thinking about the way it began. On opening day, April 4, Bill Clinton went to Cleveland 
and, like many Presidents before him, threw out a ceremonial first pitch. That same day Hillary Rodham 
Clinton went to Chicago and, like no First Lady before her, also threw out a first ball, at a Cubs game in 
Wrigley Field.

 
The next day photos of the Clintons in action appeared in newspapers around the country. Many papers, 
including the New York Times and the Washington Post, chose the same two photos to run. The one of 
Bill Clinton showed him wearing an Indians cap and warm-up jacket. The President throwing lefty, had 
turned his shoulders sideways to the plate in preparation for delivery. He was bringing the ball forward 
from behind his head in a clean-looking throwing action as the photo was snapped. Hillary Clinton was 
pictured wearing a dark jacket, a scarf, and an over-sized Cubs hat. In preparation for her throw she was 
standing directly facing the plate. A right-hander, she had the elbow of her throwing arm pointed out in 
front of her. Her forearm was tilted back, toward her shoulder. The ball rested on her upturned palm. As 
the picture was taken, she was in the middle of an action that can only be described as throwing like a 
girl.

 
The phrase "throwing like a girl" has become an embattled and offensive one. Feminists smart at its 
implication that to do something "like a girl" is to do it the wrong way. Recently, on the heels of the 0. J. 
Simpson case, a book appeared in which the phrase was used to help explain why male athletes, 
especially football players, were involved in so many assaults against women. Having been trained (like 
most American boys) to dread the accusation of doing anything "like a girl," athletes were said to grow 
into the assumption that women were valueless, and natural prey.
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I grant the justice of such complaints. I am attuned to the hurt caused by similar broad-brush stereotypes 
when they apply to groups I belong to- "dancing like a white man," for instance, or "speaking foreign 
languages like an American," or "thinking like a Washingtonian."

 
Still, whatever we want to call it, the difference between the two Clin- S tons in what they were doing 
that day is real, and it is instantly recognizable. And since seeing those photos I have been wondering, 
Why, exactly, do so many women throw "like a girl"? If the motion were easy to change, presumably a 
woman as motivated and self-possessed as Hillary Clinton would have changed it. (According to her 
press secretary, Lisa Caputo, Mrs. Clinton spent the weekend before opening day tossing a ball in the 
Rose Garden with her husband, for practice.) Presumably, too, the answer to the question cannot be 
anything quite as simple as, because they are girls.

 
A surprising number of people think that there is a structural difference between male and female arms 
or shoulders - in the famous "rotator cuff," perhaps-that dictates different throwing motions. "It's in the 
shoulder joint," a well-educated woman told me recently. "They're hinged differently." Someday 
researchers may find evidence to support a biological theory of throwing actions. For now, what you'll 
hear if you ask an orthopedist, an anatomist, or (especially) the coach of a women's softball team is that 
there is no structural reason why men and women should throw in different ways. This point will be 
obvious to any male who grew up around girls who liked to play baseball and became good at it. It 
should be obvious on a larger scale this summer, in broadcasts of the Olympic Games. This year, for the 
first time, women's fast-pitch softball teams will compete in the Olympics. Although the pitchers in 
these games will deliver the ball underhand, viewers will see female shortstops, center fielders, catchers, 
and so on pegging the ball to one another at speeds few male viewers could match.

 
Even women's tennis is a constant if indirect reminder that men's and women's shoulders are "hinged" 
the same way. The serving motion in tennis is like a throw - but more difficult, because it must be 
coordinated with the toss of the tennis ball. The men in professional tennis serve harder than the women, 
because they are bigger and stronger. But women pros serve harder than most male amateurs have ever 
done, and the service motion for good players is the same for men and women alike. There is no 
expectation in college or pro tennis that because of their anatomy female players must "serve like a girl." 
"I know many women who can throw a lot harder and better than the normal male," says Linda Wells, 
the coach of the highly successful women's softball team at Arizona State University. "It's not gender 
that makes the difference in how they throw."

So what is it, then? Since Hillary Clinton's ceremonial visit to Wrigley Field, I have asked men and 
women how they learned to throw, or didn't. Why did I care? My impetus was the knowledge that 
eventually my sons would be grown and gone. If my wife, in all other ways a talented athlete, could 
learn how to throw, I would still have someone to play catch with. My research left some women, 
including my wife, thinking that I am some kind of obsessed lout, but it has led me to the solution to the 
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mystery. 

First let's be clear about what there is to be explained.

 
At a superficial level it's easy to tick off the traits of an awkward-looking throw. The fundamental 
mistake is the one Mrs. Clinton appeared to be making in the photo: trying to throw a ball with your 
body facing the target, rather than rotating your shoulders and hips ninety degrees away from the target 
and then swinging them around in order to accelerate the ball. A throw looks bad if your elbow is lower 
than your shoulder as your arm comes forward (unless you're throwing sidearm). A throw looks really 
bad if, as the ball leaves your hand, your wrist is "inside your elbow" -that is, your elbow joint is bent in 
such a way that your forearm angles back toward your body and your wrist is closer to your head than 
your elbow is. Slow-motion film of big-league pitchers shows that when they release the ball, the 
throwing arm is fully extended and straight from shoulder to wrist. The combination of these three 
elements-head-on stance, dropped elbow, and wrist inside the elbow- mechanically dictates a pushing 
rather than a hurling motion, creating the familiar pattern of "throwing like a girl."

 
It is surprisingly hard to find in the literature of baseball a deeper ex- 10 planation of the mechanics of 
good and bad throws. Tom Seaver's pitching for the Mets and the White Sox g~t him into the Hall of 
Fame, but his book The Art of Pitching is full of bromides that hardly clarify the process of throwing, 
even if they might mean something to accomplished pitchers. His chapter "The Absolutes of Pitching 
Mechanics," for instance, lays out these four unhelpful principles: "Keep the Front Leg Flexible!" "Rub 
Up the Baseball." "Hide the Baseball!" "Get it Out, Get it Up!" (The fourth refers to the need to get the 
ball out of the glove and into the throwing hand in a quick motion.) 

A variety of other instructional documents, from Little League's Official How-to-Play Baseball Book to 
Softball for Girls & Women, mainly reveal the difficulty of finding words to describe a simple motor 
activity that everyone can recognize. The challenge, I suppose, is like that of writing a manual on how to 
ride a bike, or how to kiss. Indeed, the most useful description I've found of the mechanics of throwing 
comes from a man whose specialty is another sport: Vic Braden made his name as a tennis coach, but he 
has attempted to analyze the physics of a wide variety of sports so that they all will be easier to teach.

 
Braden says that an effective throw involves connecting a series of links in a "kinetic chain." The kinetic 
chain, which is Braden's tool for analyzing most sporting activity, operates on a principle like that of 
crack-the-whip. Momentum builds up in one part of the body. When that part is suddenly stopped, as the 
end of the "whip" is stopped in crack-the-whip, the momentum is transferred to and concentrated in the 
next link in the chain. A good throw uses six links of chain, Braden says. The first two links involve the 
lower body, from feet to waist. The first motion of a throw (after the body has been rotated away from 
the target) is to rotate the legs and hips back in the direction of the throw, building up momentum as 
large muscles move body mass. Then those links stop-a pitcher stops turning his hips once they face the 
plate - and the momentum is transferred to the next link. This is the torso, from waist to shoulders, and 
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since its mass is less than that of the legs, momentum makes it rotate faster than the hips and legs did. 
The torso stops when it is facing the plate, and the momentum is transferred to the next link - the upper 
arm. As the upper arm comes past the head, it stops moving forward, and the momentum goes into the 
final links - the forearm and wrist, which snap forward at tremendous speed.

 
This may sound arcane and jerkily mechanical, but it makes perfect sense when one sees Braden's slow-
mo movies of pitchers in action. And it explains why people do, or don't, learn how to throw. The 
implication of Braden's analysis is that throwing is a perfectly natural action (millions and millions of 
people can do it) but not at all innate. A successful throw involves an intricate series of actions 
coordinated among muscle groups, as each link of the chain is timed to interact with the next. Like bike 
riding or skating, it can be learned by anyone-male or female. No one starts out knowing how to ride a 
bike or throw a ball. Everyone has to learn.

 
Readers who are happy with their throwing skills can prove this to themselves in about two seconds. If 
you are right-handed, pick up a ball with your left hand and throw it. Unless you are ambidextrous or 
have some other odd advantage, you will throw it "like a girl." The problem is not that your left shoulder 
is hinged strangely or that you don't know what a good throw looks like. It is that you have not spent 
time training your leg, hip, shoulder, and arm muscles on that side to work together as required for a 
throw. The actor John Goodman, who played football seriously and baseball casually when he was in 
high school, is right-handed. When cast in the 1992 movie The Babe, he had to learn to bat and throw 
left-handed, for realism in the role of Babe Ruth. For weeks before the filming began, he would arrive an 
hour early at the set of his TV show, Roseanne, so that he could practice throwing a tennis ball against a 
wall left-handed. "I made damn sure no one could see me," Goodman told me recently. "I'm hard enough 
on myself without the derisive laughter of my so-called friends." When The Babe was released, 
Goodman told a newspaper interviewer, "I'll never say something like 'He throws like a girl' again. It's 
not easy to learn how to throw."

What Goodman discovered is what most men have forgotten: that if is they know how to throw now, it 
is because they spent time learning at some point long ago. (Goodman says that he can remember 
learning to ride a bicycle but not learning to throw with his right hand.) This brings us back to the roots 
of the "throwing like a girl" phenomenon. The crucial factor is not that males and females are put 
together differently but that they typically spend their early years in different ways. Little boys often 
learn how to throw without noticing that they are learning. Little girls are more rarely in environments 
that encourage them to learn in the same way. A boy who wonders why a girl throws the way she does is 
like a Frenchman who wonders why so many Americans speak French "with an accent.

 
"For young boys it is culturally acceptable and politically correct to develop these skills," says Linda 
Wells, of the Arizona State softball team. "They are mentored and networked. Usually girls are not 
coached at all, or are coached by Mom-or if it's by Dad, he may not be much of an athlete. Girls are 
often stuck with the bottom of the male talent pool as examples. I would argue that rather than learning 
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to 'throw like a girl,' they learn to throw like poor male athletes. I say that a bad throw is 'throwing like 
an old man.' This is not gender, its acculturation."

 
Almost any motor skill, from doing handstands to dribbling a basketball, is easier to learn if you start 
young, which is why John Goodman did not realize that learning to throw is difficult until he attempted 
it as an adult. Many girls reach adulthood having missed the chance to learn to throw when that would 
have been easiest to do. And as adults they have neither John Goodman's incentive to teach their 
muscles a new set of skills nor his confidence that the feat is possible. Five years ago, Joseph Russo, 
long a baseball coach at St. John's University, gave athletic-talent tests to actresses who were trying out 
for roles in A League of Their Own, a movie about women's baseball. Most of them were "well 
coordinated in general, like for dancing," he says. But those who had not happened to play baseball or 
softball when they were young had a problem.

 
"It sounds silly to say it, but they kept throwing like girls." (The best ball-field talents, by the way, were 
Madonna, Demi Moore, and the rock singer Joan Jett, who according to Russo "can really hit it hard." 
Careful viewers of A League of Their Own will note that only in a fleeting instant in one scene is the 
star, Geena Davis, shown actually throwing a ball.) 

I'm not sure that I buy Linda Wells' theory that most boys are "mentored" or "networked" into 
developing ball skills. Those who make the baseball team, maybe. But for a far larger number the 
decisive ingredient seems to be the hundreds of idle hours spent throwing balls, sticks, rocks, and so on 
in the playground or the back yard. Children on the playground, I think, demonstrate the moment when 
the kinetic chain begins to work. It is when a little boy tries to throw a rock farther than his friend can or 
to throw a stick over a telephone wire thirty feet up. A toddler's first, instinctive throw is a push from the 
shoulder, showing the essential traits of "throwing like a girl." But when a child is really trying to put 
some oomph into the throw, his natural instinct is to wind up his body and let fly with the links of the 
chain. Little girls who do the same thing-compete with each other in distance throwing-learn the same 
way, but whereas many boys do this, few girls do. Tammy Richards, a woman who was raised on a farm 
in central California, says that she learned to throw by trying to heave dried cow chips farther than her 
brother could. It may have helped that her father, Bob Richards, was a former Olympic competitor in the 
decathlon (and two-time Olympic champion in the pole vault) and that he taught all his sons and 
daughters to throw not only the ball but also the discus, the shotput, and the javelin.

Is there a way to make up for lost time if you failed to invest those long hours on the playground years 
ago? Of course. Adults may not be able to learn to speak unaccented French, but they can learn to ride a 
bike, or skate, or throw. All that is required for developing any of these motor skills is time for practice - 
and spending that time requires overcoming the sense of embarrassment and futility that adults often 
have when attempting something new. Here are two tips that may help.

 
One is a surprisingly valuable drill suggested by the Little League's 20 How-to-Play handbook. Play 
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catch with a partner who is ten or fifteen feet away-but do so while squatting with the knee of your 
throwing side touching the ground. When you start out this low, you have to keep the throw high to get 
the ball to your partner without bouncing it. This encourages a throw with the elbow held well above the 
shoulder, where it belongs.

 
The other is to play catch with a person who can throw like an athlete but is using his or her off hand. 
The typical adult woman hates to play catch with the typical adult man. She is well aware that she's not 
looking graceful and reacts murderously to the condescending tone in his voice ("That's more like it, 
honey!"). Forcing a right-handed man to throw left-handed is the great equalizer. He suddenly 
concentrates his attention on what it takes to get hips, shoulder, and elbow working together. He is 
suddenly aware of the strength of character needed to ignore the snickers of onlookers while learning 
new motor skills. He can no longer be condescending. He may even be nervous, wondering what he'll do 
if his partner makes the breakthrough first and he's the one still throwing like a girl. 
 
 
 

  

 
The Reader's Presence

1. Fallows acknowledges the objections of feminists to the phrase throwing like a girl." What other 
activities are linked to one gender or the other? Which gender gathers more negative associations? Why 
might feminists challenge the phrase? In your opinion, does Fallows satisfactorily answer such 
objections? 
2. As a reporter, Fallows has covered many serious issues. Where does his use of language indicate that 
this essay is a lighter piece? Where does Fallows use an exaggerated or self-mocking tone? How does 
his use of humor affect the reader's reception of his message? 
3. Reread the essay, focusing your attention on Fallows's descriptions of physical movement, especially 
paragraphs 9 to 14. Is it possible to understand his idea of the "kinetic chain" just by reading a 
description of it or must the reader also enact it with her or his body? 
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