THE DEBATE

lan Payn

Women are as good

at bridge as men

Twao top players debate a hot bridge topic. Tell us whose argument
has won you over by e-mailing the Editor at elena@ebu.co.uk

BOYS like guns. Girls like daolls, Men can
read maps. Women can't. Men like sport.
Women like shopping,

All the preceding claims are facts, scienti-
fically proven and hard-coded into our
collective subconscious. Except they're not.
Soientific facts, that is. What they are are
vague gencralisations, handed down
through  the pgenerations  untl  they're
accepted as absolute truths, Simular things
leap out of the newspapers every day,
"Seientific rescarch shows . . Scientific
research normally shows no such thing,
Hystenical journalism extrapolates unsound
conclusions from properly conducred
resvarch, 'RBed wane good for you!' scrcams
Monday’s headline, "Red wine gives vou in
growing Toenails!” sceeams Tuesday's, All
mmy rot. My favourite absurd  sexist
clichd is thar men can’t mul-rask, Well, 1
Lk, I can :lu:j I.alr' a |,|t)i‘|.'|1 I.'hillgs A1 angy
without the slightest problem. And [ know
men and wemen who can barely do one, 5o
you can sling that piece of nonsense in the
bin, for starters.

My second favourite is ‘men are better
than women at bridge’, If this means that
maore men enjoy success at bridge at the
highest levels, then all well and good. They
dio and theres 2 reasan for thes (which we'll
come back to shortdy) but if our dear
Editor’s Friend (who started this, sce the
Aupust 2000 English Bridge, page 54} thinks
that he is better at bridge than fifty per cent
of the world’s population simply because of
his gender, he needs his head examining,

The most commen place to play bradge
(for now) is a bridge club. Walk into any
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Irridge cluby and you'll find a few genuinely
pood plavers, a fow hopeless ones and a
larpe mass of average players. | am con-
winced that if you held a practical bridge
exam for five male and five female players
from any of those groups (or any number
wou like) in which both parties were given
exactly the same preblems then the women
would score the same as the men in their
peer group. Not better, but not worse, There
is no proven correlavon beowesn gender
and the ability 1o play bridge, or indeed any
mind sport.

s, why are all the world’s top bridge
players men? Ul tell you in one word,
albedt & promCey o FH RS

Men have taken over the top echelon,
They-strut around as though they own the
card room, acting like animals protecting
their turt, Take a look around the top end
of any competition, and there they are,
with their aggressive swagger, their ego-
tistical posturing and their supercilions
body language {dor’t write in: [ don't think
body language can be supercilious eicher,
bt [ like the phrase). The talk is of ‘carting
out’ opponents with pushy doubles, the
emphasis at the table is on wallowing in
self-proclaimed -genius — it's all, frankly,
too much, my dear. This is certainly the
reason that | won't be playing in the
Bermuda Bowl anytime soon. { There may
be other reasons, obviously, but | don’t
have the space to dwell on them. § Is it any
wonder that this mache atmosphere is
unpalatable to all but the hardsest womaen?

Sey it's not anything to do with alaliny, i's
to do with attitude, Okay, attitode is part of
the game, and part of the seoret of success,
bt it's nothing 1o do with the ability o
count up o thirteen of remember what
tramps are, Speaking of amitude, if the
Ediror's Friend wants to being his three best
vt from his club and play against four of

my lady friends, ooh, let's say Heather
DPhondy, Micola Smith, Sally Brock and
MNevena Senior for a nice forty-cight board
match, well, the best of Tuck to them. Think
I'm being unfai? Okay, crank it down a
notch and they can play against my Gold
Cup { Crockfords / Hubert Phillips team-
mates for the last umpteen years: Jane
Mowore, Christine Dickworth and Gillian
Salt, with another woman replacing mae (s
cur consistent fulure w win thess events
because 'm saddled in a wam with three
wonmen, or because they're Tumbered with
medl, | don't fancy the gents in that one
mich, either, Note, by the way, that ‘Editor's
Friend' is & ficrionmal consrwct rather than
thie real editor's fricnd, who made a passing
cormment which 1 have pounced wpon and
rigdiculed for dramartic purpose. That's not
o say that T oageee with the real edivor's
friend, T just wouldn't have given it to a real
person in the neck quite so much.

At the risk of labouring the point (but
we have to get w the end of the page
somehow], in the 2010 Buffer Cup (see
page 11), Team Europe's most successtul
pair in the wams were women — Auken
and Von Armin {tving, admittedly, with
Fantoni and Munes, but ahead of the
Hackett twins, Helgemo — Helness and all
the other male waorthics), One swallow
doesn’t make a drink, of course, but if this
proves nothing else, it proves that on the
day women are capable of competing with
men at the top level, and winning,

S there you have it. A cogent, rational
cxplanation of why women are as good at
bridge as men (1 can’t quite bring myself
o support the thesis that they're better
Scientifically  proven facts backing my
case? Well, none of the above, really, just a
load of self-serving rubbish, But ne more
rubibish than chiming that men are better
H:Iilll WoImen at bl'idgl_".
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Women are not as

good at bridge as men

Or vate by post (Editor, English Bridge, 23 Erleigh Road, Reading RG1 5LR).
Comments for publication (not more than 200 waords, please) are welcome,

THE DEBATE

Frances Hinden

THE Bermuda Bowl, the Warld Teams
Championship, has been played 39 times,
In all that time, there has been exactly one
wonan in one winiing team, and shewas a
sponsor paying a team of top American
professionals. In this country, the Brtish
Champeonship {the Gold Cup) has been
won by 180 different men (some of whom
have won it more than once) but only ten
women.  The first division of the English
Prevmier League has 34 men and five women
playing. O the 78 players in the Tollemache
final in February, only five were women.
There was one woman in the Wop len pairs
in the 20010 Brighton Swiss Pars, while the
overall entry was almaost exactly one third
women and two thirds men,

That avalanche of statistics gives one
consistent message: that the top bridge
players in both this country and the world
are virmally all male, Ask any good plaver
[of either sex] if wormen's beidge is the same
standard as open bridge at the top levels and
vou'll get nothing but laughter. There is no
debate to have.

There are however two questions that are
warth debating. The first is "Why?' and the
second is S0 whart?

Whyt is difficult w answer in one page:
one might equally well ask why very few of
the top chess, poker or backgammon
players are female,

In spite of the occasional headline to the
contrary, studses consistently show that the
average 103 scores of men and women are
equal. However, on almaost all forms of test
maore men have extreme scores, both high
and low = so there are more both very
intelligent and  wery stupid men  than
women, A high 1D may not be a direct
indication of anything other than bemg
wood at [ tests, but the pattern of men
hawing a wider range of ability is consistent
across most intellectual pursuits, I is
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certanly plausible that this will be true in
bridge as well.

There is a lot more to being a good bridge
player than just card play technigque, Men
temd o be more competitive;  more
dedicated and may simply care more about
winning, This can be seen in the ‘real world”
where there are many more men at the top
tham there are women, whether they are
FUNNINE A CHMPany oF TUNRINE 3 Country.
[t true that some of this may be cultiral
and histoncal rather than genetc, but s
hard to deny that the bias is there.

There’s also the influence of family., O the
Juriors whio were my Contemporarss, many
of the women give up pliying serioushy
when they got married or had children, IF
vou look ar the top female plavers in
England, they are virually all either single,
or their partner is & very good bridge player,
An informal survey indicates the same is
true in Australia {just a8 an example). There
does seem o be a trend that when women
marry non-bridge players they give the
game up, while the reverse does not happen,

In canclusion, theve are plenty of physacal
differences between the genders (including
in their brain chemistry) so 1 don't think i
is surprising that there s a range of mind
sports where men cutperform women.

"o whatt” Is this discussion an argument
for women to give up playing open bridge?
1 do believe that men, on average, have an
mbwuilt advantage over women, but P'm not
some My Average Fverywomen. Just becau
se four plavers chosen at random from the
top fifty men will almost certamly beat a
team chosen from the wop Aty women
dewsn’t mean that any male brdge plaver at
the local cluls is bermer than his wife, That's
like saving that men are heavier than wo-
e on averaze, therefore T imuss weigh less
tham oy husband, Mo-one can seriously
claim that all women are incapable of being

good plavers, There are womnen in England
competing in, and winning, all the top
events — it's just that there are more men.
There are various ways to gain a pyscho-
logical advantage at the bridge table. One is
being so well-known as an expert that your
opponents assume they will lose and play
badly. Another is 1o be underestimated: if
your opponent doesn't believe you capable
of making a deceptive play, then any false
card wall abways works Speaking personally,
I have no objection to playing agamst the
editor’s friend-in-a-pub who thinks that a
mixed pair (or ladies” pair} are bound 1o be
casy opponents, T shall just take my IMPs
aned thank him for the game, )

New Years nndge 2010
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