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Abstract:
The Miss America Program has been an American dream since its initiation in
1921. What began as a Beauty Pageant hosted in Atlantic City’s Boardwalk Hall quickly
formed into the scholarship organization it is now. From burning bikinis to obtaining a
bachelors, Miss America has been the target of criticism and hate. Through this thesis I
will use the methods and practices of autoethnography to create a specific analysis of
how we view Miss America in relation to feminist theory. When a scholar writes in the
form of autoethnography… “they retrospectively and selectively write about epiphanies
that stem from, or are made possible by, being part of a culture and/or by possessing a
particular cultural identity. However, in addition to telling about experiences, auto
ethnographers often are required by social science publishing conventions to analyze
these experiences” (Ellis, 2011, sec. 2, par. 4).
This thesis incorporates the four vital steps of autoethnography to combine my
experience with the Miss America organization and academic critique relevant to the
themes I identify. These four steps include: (1) purposefully critiquing cultural practices,
(2) making a contribution to existing work, (3) embracing vulnerability with the intention
of enticing critique, and (4) creating a reciprocal relationship with the audience to evoke
response. By using autoethnographic analysis I will discern patterns of cultural
experience evident by artifacts and then describe these patterns using facets of
storytelling (Ellis, 2011), and I will give voice to my personal experience for the purpose
of pursuing sociological understanding (Wall, 2008).
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Literature Review: Introduction
The Miss America Organization (MAO) has been an American dream for many
women since its initiation in 1921. What began as a beauty contest hosted in Atlantic
City’s Boardwalk Hall quickly formed into the scholarship organization it is now. From
burning bikinis to obtaining a bachelors, Miss America has also been the target of
criticism and hate for much of this long history. I have experienced the benefits and
seen the backlash first hand. I began competing in Miss America at the age of 16 when I
signed up for the Miss Marion-Polk County Outstanding Teen 1 competition for the
chance at a few scholarship dollars. I was guilty of attaching the negative stereotypes
surrounding Miss America to the program prior to being involved, so when I first
competed I didn’t know what to expect. I engaged in five phases of competition: a 10
minute interview, a 90 second talent, evening gown and on stage question, and a fitness
competition. I didn’t win. I cried during the interview and discovered my proclivity
towards a forward head. I hated strapless gowns and doing push-ups on stage. But I felt
powerful. I felt empowered in the skills I obtained and the women I met. I was blown
away by the support, the talent, and the inspiration I saw while competing and I learned
quickly that Miss America is severely misunderstood.
As I continued competing in the Miss division 2 I continued to grow, develop, and
become my own person. When I would tell friends or acquaintances that I competed, I
was met with disdain and confusion. I began to wonder if the program truly is what I
1

Miss Marion-Polk County is a local preliminary program to the state program Miss Oregon.
There are two divisions with Miss America: the Miss and the Outstanding teen. Both have five
phases of competition with the exception of Teens competing in “Fitness wear”. Teens can be
from 13 to 17 years old and Miss can be 18 to 25 years old.
2
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was experiencing or is it what I had been told Miss America was; an oppressive program
that highlighted women’s physical attributes over their intelligence and talents. I
wondered if I was helping in my own oppression. I began to ask “how is it that this
program empowered me to be comfortable with who I am and yet, society tells me
otherwise?” I quickly realized MAO has been misunderstood due to misrepresentation
in our media. That no matter how much I screamed about the greatness of the MAO, I
would not be listened to because, in society's eyes, I can’t be both empowered and strut
in a bikini. I can’t have a well-rounded understanding of current events and politics
while simultaneously wearing an evening gown and false lashes.
Countless times we have seen YouTube videos of poorly answered on-stage
questions, movies representing candidates as “dumb blondes,” and clips of first runners
up who have distasteful reactions. Miss America and the benefits of its modern program
have been diluted by years of incorrect ideas of oppression. It seems that no matter
how outspoken a pageant participant is about their experience in the MAO, they are
met with a “you’re wrong” mind set where they are not given room to speak on their
community within the MAO and their lived experience in the program. This inspired me
to look into academic articles surrounding pageantry and Miss America, and I was not
surprised to find that academia mimicked societal understanding. However, within
these few and far between articles I found that there wasn’t much room for pageant
participants to express their reasoning. In academic theory, Miss America can be seen as
oppressive but if we took the time to ask the current participants, it is an outlet, a place
of freedom, and security which alludes to why women, like myself, still compete.
7
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If the pandemic had not impacted this year’s pageant, I would have used the
methods and practices of autoethnography to create a specific analysis of how we view
Miss America in relation to feminist theory, contrasted with my own experiences of
empowerment within the organization. When a scholar writes in the form of
autoethnography, “they retrospectively and selectively write about epiphanies that
stem from, or are made possible by, being part of a culture and/or by possessing a
particular cultural identity. However, in addition to telling about experiences, auto
ethnographers often are required by social science publishing conventions to analyze
these experiences” (Ellis, 2011, sec. 2, par. 4). The reason I originally intended to do an
autoethnography was because of the lack of reference to pageant participants’
experience in academic feminist rhetoric. At the root, candidates 3 hold a unique
experience that is relative to the community of pageantry; no author has been able to
provide academic literature documenting the experience of participating in the pageant
community. That is why autoethnography was my original goal for this thesis. I wish to
provide the perspective of someone who has and continues to participate in Miss
America and the reasons as to why I and others continue to participate.
Due to the COVID-19 Pandemic and the cancellation of “pageant season” 4, I have
been unable to fulfill this. Autoethnography heavily relies on the documentation of my
own experience during my participation in a Miss America local and state program but I

3

“Candidate” refers to a pageant participant. In early 2019 the MAO asked the community to use
“candidate” in lue of the word “participant”. They did this with many words such as girl, and
pageant.
4
The “pageant season” describes the months leading up to a local competition, if you win the
local competition then the season continues to the state competition, if you win state then it
continues to Miss America Nationals
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was unable to participate during the 2020 season. Due to Covid-19 the Miss Marion-Polk
County Scholarship program has been postponed to March 2021 & I have decided to
explore other avenues of pageantry due to Covid-19.
In lieu of an autoethnographic thesis I will explore the different feminist theories
and how they intertwine, support, and conflict with each other. I will then explore
pageantry, using Miss America as my lead example, to question the ideologies we find in
feminist rhetoric. Finally, I will reflect on my experience as a 8-year pageant veteran. I
will use my own experience to confirm or conflict with feminist theory found
throughout the Second Wave feminism (SWF), Third Wave Feminism (TWF), and Cultural
Feminism (CF). I will discuss how the issues found throughout these waves outlines our
social stigma surrounding pageantry and hyper-femininity. My reflection will not be
from the perspective of all knowing. Every experience is different but there are
similarities in the sisterhood of pageantry, femininity, and womanhood that can be used
as a guide for anyone who wishes to engage with stereotypically feminine performances
of gender.

History:
For almost 100 years Miss America has symbolized the “ideal” woman, or so the
lyrics in the iconic 1955, Johnny Desmond song: (There she is…) Miss America! state. The
MAO states: “The mission to prepare great women for the world and prepare the world
for great women comes to fruition through the thousands of young women across
America working to better their communities through service and scholarship.” Cultural
feminism and Miss America align with this idea of celebrating women’s attributes both
9
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physically and emotionally. Wolf writes, “Women's experience is the foundation of a
“sisterhood,” based on the belief that all women share a commonality due to gender.
Women sought to establish “safe” places, free from male dominance, where they could
build community.” The word Sisterhood is heavily used in the pageant community for
the same reasons Wolff uses it here. The “Sisterhood” of Miss America is our safe place
for women to explore their passions, femininity, talents, and skills. We surround
ourselves with like minded and powerful women who see us as much more than our
physical features. It isn’t until we welcome an outsider into our world that we are met
with disgust and bullying. This “sisterhood” protects us from the social assault of nay
sayers because the “sisterhood” is built on the shared experience of not only pageant
experience but female experience. Anyone outside of the “sisterhood” would not
understand what the experience of pageantry is like, similarly to the way that being a
man creates a different set of experiences in our society. This is also why my
autoethnographic thesis would have provided key academic insights into this relatively
unstudied world.
But to many feminists Miss America has always resembled antifeminism, hyperfemininity, and the fight for women to be considered more than their most prominent
feature. This can be especially seen when second wave feminists took to Atlantic City,
set their bras ablaze and protested the program during the 1968 Miss America Pageant.
But when, exactly, did wearing makeup, a bikini, and participating in stereotypically
feminine activities become synonymous with being antifeminist? My hope through this
thesis is to question our perspective of what femininity is and what our role in
10
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cultivating a post-patriarchal 5 community is. I want to attempt to answer the question
of: Why does hyper-femininity equal submission and why does this seem to especially
impact pageant participants. I will use the rhetoric surrounding the conflict between
hyper-femininity and feminism in my endeavor to answer the above posited question.
The most well-known example of SWF ideology and protest happened at Miss
America. On September 7, 1968, hundreds of women flocked to the Atlantic City
Boardwalk to protest the 1969 Miss America Pageant. A month prior, on August 22, the
New York Radical Women issued a press release inviting “women of every political
persuasion” to the Atlantic City boardwalk on September 7, the day of the contest. They
would “protest the image of Miss America, an image that oppresses women in every
area in which it purports to represent us.” (The Redstockings, 1968) The protest would
feature a “freedom trash can” into which women could throw away all the physical
manifestations of women’s oppression. The radical New York group called the
Redstockings staged a counter pageant in which they crowned a sheep as Miss America
and threw "oppressive" feminine artifacts such as bras, girdles, high-heels, makeup and
false eyelashes into the trash can. This is a good example of the public discourse
between pageant participants and radical feminists. During this period, radical feminists
worked to reject stereotypes of femininity and break free from what they believed to be
oppressive pressures from men.

5

Post-patriarchal in this context means a community that has moved passed the dominance of
one gender and truly becomes a equal society between all gender identities
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The protest organizers decided to provide a radical “Ten Points'' describing why
Miss America should be abolished. Although these sentiments were used to invoke
argument, emotion, and outrage, these are actually merely assumptions being made
without consideration for the view of a participant. We can understand the sentiment
that these are all things that were historically used to oppress women and that women
are continually degraded for their outward appearance; however, to keep women from
participating in hyper-femininity is inherently anti-feminist. We can acknowledge that
the SWF and radical feminist were working for the betterment of their female
community however, we need to acknowledge also, that radical feminists never took
into account the feelings and beliefs of pageant participants or of everyday women who
found pleasure and empowerment in these pursuits. Thanks to the combination of SWF
and TWF, communities began to realize we need to celebrate self-expression and that
can include stereotypically feminine things.
Other SWF groups have perpetuated a negative image of Miss America in our
contemporary society. Participants in the 1968 Miss America protest were issued a
document of “Ten Reasons” why they were protesting the program; The NY radical
women used this list as propaganda; as a way to insight feelings of anger, frustration,
and provoke action against, what they viewed to be, a truly oppressive organization.
Some of those points listed on the document were:
1. The Degrading Mindless-Boob-Girlie Symbol. The Pageant contestants epitomize
the roles we are all forced to play as women. The parade down the runway
blares the metaphor of the 4-H Club county fair, where the nervous animals are
12
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judged for teeth, fleece, etc., and where the best "Specimen" gets the blue
ribbon. So are women in our society forced daily to compete for male approval,
enslaved by ludicrous "beauty" standards we ourselves are conditioned to take
seriously.
2. Competition Rigged and Unrigged. We deplore the encouragement of an
American myth that oppresses men as well as women: the win-or-you’reworthless competitive disease. The "beauty contest" creates only one winner to
be "used" and forty-nine losers who are "useless."
3. Miss America as Big Sister Watching You. The pageant exercises Thought Control
attempts to sear the Image onto our minds, to further make women oppressed
and men oppressors; to enslave us all the more in high-heeled, low-status roles;
to inculcate false values in young girls; women as beasts of buying; to seduce us
to ourselves before our own oppression.
4. Racism with Roses. Since its inception in 1921, the Pageant has not had one
Black finalist, and this has not been for a lack of test-case contestants. There has
never been a Puerto Rican, Alaskan, Hawaiian, or Mexican American winner. Nor
has there ever been a true Miss America- an American Indian.
The NY Radical women did point out obvious flaws in the pageant such as, the lack of
representation for people of color, military industrial complex of the job, and
consumerism. However, they boasted that: They rejected the double standard that
contestants were forced to be “both sexy and wholesome, delicate but able to cope,
demure yet titillatingly bitchy.” But crossways we see the iconic Gloria Steinman, who
13
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not only spearheaded SWF but was also beautiful, powerful, and stereotypically
feminine. Dolly Parton is another example of this contradiction. Pageant participants
are stuck in the crossroads between being told they need to be beautiful but also that
they can't be simultaneously beautiful, educated, and a powerhouse. The problem with
this is that there is no “forcing” and there shouldn’t be anything inherently wrong with a
woman wanting to be those things. Many women in the MAO have and continue to
advocate for women’s rights, while simultaneously celebrating their femininity.
During the modern era of Miss America women have willingly participated in the
program which calls into question the validity of the NYRW’s beliefs. Most of their
“points” are based on the idea that MAO participants are blind to, unaware, and being
forced to participate in what they believe to be a truly oppressive and demeaning event.
Yet, when we look at icons such as Dolly Parton, we see that femininity is/has been a
form of expression and can/should be celebrated as a positive quality rather than being
associated with the sentiments stated above. As a community we have long been
fighting against the rights of women and through this frame we can begin to see how
the New York Radical Women also put pressures on women to conform to an idea that
was/is against what they find empowering. The New York Radical women, although they
made substantial points on the failings of Miss America, they too add to the pressures
we find today within women’s hearts: a conflict between celebrating your unique
femininity and still being taken seriously as a powerhouse of intelligence and change.
As noted, actress and singer/songwriter Dolly Parton famously challenged this
ideology. Parton has been a vocal advocate of all things feminine and Drag. Drag carries
14
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similar pressures and events that a pageant does. Both celebrate femininity and
womanhood; both communities’ value and support similar things. Although Parton
doesn’t identify as a feminist, she became the poster child for female artists, sexual
expression, and equality. She takes the stance that a woman’s strength and
independence is more a walk than talk. Parton is staunchly apolitical, a trait the New
York Radical women would have spat at and believed in the right for women to do what
they want without the criticism of others. During Time magazine's special Time 100
Talks: Finding Hope event Dolly defines her feminism as: “... when I say a feminist, I just
mean I don’t have to, for myself, get out and carry signs ... I just really feel I can live my
femininity and actually show that you can be a woman and you can still do whatever
you want to do." Parton became the epitome of femininity and independence, taking
and giving more breast-related jokes than anyone. She has never let comments or jokes
about her physicality diminish her spirit or her power. In an interview with The
Telegraph, Dolly put it very simply: “When all else fails, I just tell a boob joke.” In this
way, Dolly is able to reclaim & rewrite the narrative surrounding women’s bodies,
proving time and time again that she is so much more than a pair of fantastic breasts.
Parton has, since her start, famously rejected pressure from men in higher
positions than herself (Todd, 2020). According to a recent article on this: “Dolly was
never the kind of woman that second-wave feminism was talking about. Whilst her
filmography is bursting with movies about women lifting up other women, this is as
close as Dolly has ever come to experiencing kinship within the feminist movement.
First, she was excluded for being too poor, and then, when she wasn’t poor anymore,
15
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for being too feminine.” Due to SWF working to empower white, suburban, middle-class
women this left poor, rural women, & WOC out of the conversation. Because Parton
grew up low-income and in a blue-collar lifestyle the work she saw was not that of
picketing or posters, but hard manual labor (Todd, 2020). This cultivated a masculine
world in which Parton had to find her womanhood within. Growing up in this
community pushed Parton to find her own way to define herself. But in doing so, she
exposed herself to a new wave of disapproval from second-wave feminists: she was
trashy, a blonde bimbo in a push-up bra, someone not to be taken seriously. Both men
and women were guilty of judging Parton on her physical appearance, similarly to
pageant participants.
As this discourse grows, we see an increase in conflict between all waves of
feminism. I would say neither group of beliefs is right nor wrong but symbiotic in nature.
Without SWF there would be no TWF and no room for women to reclaim their
femininity. The conflict comes from the differing opinions of what empowerment is and
if what you’re doing makes you feel empowered; shouldn’t we celebrate that? Who are
we to decide what makes a woman feel empowered? The social stigma surrounding
pageantry pushes our community to deem the program oppressive and not a mode of
female empowerment. This distinction comes from the viewers and rarely from a
participant themselves. Pageantry is a celebration of stereotypical feminine qualities
while balancing intelligence, social justice, and talent. All things Parton and cultural
feminism subscribes to. So how can we break the stigma surrounding pageantry so it
can grow as a community to better embrace other cultures, identities, and genders? The
16
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social stigma that hyper-femininity equals oppression prevents women from exploring
the opportunity of Miss America. It limits women’s access to an outlet that they may or
may not enjoy, and how will anyone be able to find out if we continue to judge pageant
girls as apolitical, oppressed, self- centered, tall, blonde bimbos? Exploring Miss America
as a scholarship program and all of its facets is how I hope to shed light on the stigma.

Second Wave Feminism:
To start our understanding of this conflict we’ll begin with the Second Wave of
Feminism (SWF). In 1963 a book was published that changed the game for feminism.
Betty Freidan’s The Feminine Mystique was a catalyst for conversation surrounding
women’s rights and their assumed “duties.' Freidan argued that women were still being
regulated to stereotypical positions in the home as caretakers and in paid employment
as low-level service workers. To correct this, SWF did monumental things for the
protection of women in the United States and paved the way for Third Wave Feminists
to begin their journey of sexual expression and body positivity. To name a few of the
many accomplishments of the era (Burkett, 2002), SWF pushed for the repeal of antiabortion laws, the pursuit of economic equality, and spearheaded access to birth
control.
Feminist theorist Susan Douglas has taken 2nd wave theory and brought it to
contemporary conversation with her many articles and books about feminist rhetoric.
Douglas is a prize-winning author, columnist and cultural critic responsible for the book:
“Enlightened Sexism: The Seductive Message that Feminism's Work Is Done.” In this
book she carries the sentiment that to fall into societal norms and hyper-femininity is to
17
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aid in your own oppression. Douglas questions our media examples that show women in
positions of power and the contradiction to contemporary living that this has. Douglas
heavily uses the Spice Girls 6 as an example of what she believes to be a contradiction:
Negotiation was what the Spice Girls were all about: between sexual
objectification and feminist politics, between female bonding and
pursuing male approval, between self-respect and self-display. They tried
to look like Barbie and sound like Gloria Steinem. They insisted that girls
could have it both ways, to capitulate to -- and even embrace -- male
fantasies about how young women should look and dress and at the
same time, defy and even conquer the dismissal of women as serious,
independent beings… They were the roman candles of girl power, their
message that feminism was necessary and fun sparkling through the
culture before fizzling out. In their wake, young women are still struggling
to finesse how to have respect and love, achievement and relationships,
work and family, and the media continue to give them contradictory
answers. (Douglas, 2010)
To Douglas it is impossible to balance objectification and feminist politics, however
when you look at Gloria Steinem, we can clearly see a gorgeous feminist who is both
powerful and model material. This can be noted as another contradiction if we use
Douglas’s example above. During the SWF movement women couldn’t simultaneously

6

The Spice Girls were an English pop group formed in 1994. Members of the group fought for the
“girl power” movement.
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be respected and the object of male gaze, even if they felt empowered by it; they were
often mocked and had a difficult time being taken seriously due to their attraction to
femininity.
Douglas’ negotiation of what's in the best interest of women is a direct reflection
of the patriarchal influence that dictates women’s experience and freedom. Using this
framework, Douglas describes that in the modern age we have become complacent in
our fight for equality thus we can revert back to old patriarchal stereotypes which
dictate how we should look, act, and occupy spaces. As Douglas points out, we have not
reached gender equality and most of society can agree with that, but by her ideology we
still cannot participate in hyper-femininity because it demeans our political agenda.
However helpful Douglas is trying to be, her opinion limits access to certain
things for women, such as sex work, fashion, sexuality, culture, and even pageantry. If
we want to move towards a truly post-patriarchal existence then we need to allow all
women access to all areas of femininity, as well as all areas of masculinity and
androgyny. If we continue following this ideology, then women will continue to be
denied access to certain inherent aspects of female culture. We can understand
Douglas’s sentiment as one with the goal of equality but when we deny women any
access to any aspect of feminine culture, we are continuing to provide them a
framework to occupy, rather than allowing a space for all women to occupy every
variation of femininity/masculinity.

19
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Third Wave Feminism:
TWF began in the mid-90's and was informed by post-colonial and post-modern
thinking. In this phase many constructs were destabilized, including the notions of
"universal womanhood," body, gender, sexuality and heteronormativity. Third Wave
Direct Action Corporation (organized in 1992) became in 1997 the Third Wave
Foundation, dedicated to supporting “groups and individuals working towards gender,
racial, economic, and social justice”. As part of the movement to destabilize boundaries
around womanhood and feminism, some TWF retook the lipstick, high-heels, and
“Bimbo” aesthetic that the first two phases of the movement identified with patriarchal
oppression.
Cultural feminism is the view that there is a "female nature" or "female essence”
and attempts to revalue and redefine attributes ascribed to femaleness. It is also used
to describe theories that celebrate innate differences between women and men. There
are basic biological differences between men and women. Thanks to our culture we
associate femininity and masculinity with binary biological sexes, rather than
interchangeable adjectives that operate on a continuum. While SWF & TWF reject the
societal pressures that women face to behave, look, and be perceived in a certain light,
cultural feminism/TWF celebrates the feminine and allows for a space where women
can willingly choose to participate in hyper-femininity. The lead thinkers within this
movement emphasized a range of ideas that supported feminine pursuits:
“Scholars such as Jane Addams and Charlotte Perkins Gilman stressed the
superiority of women's values, particularly compassion and pacifism, believing
20
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that these would conquer masculine qualities of selfishness, violence, and lack of
self‐control in relation to sexual behavior. This was also a means to challenge the
dominant cultural discourse that women were inferior and subservient to men...
Cultural feminism emphasizes a need to highlight women's uniqueness and
feminine qualities as positive attributes rather than eradicating the differences
between men and women, as stressed in radical feminism” (Wolff, 2007).
This emphasis on highlighting the uniqueness and the positive power of femininity is
vital to understanding empowerment within pageantry.
TWF opened the door that SWF provided in order to create safer spaces for
sexual expression, femininity, and identity for women. The complex nature of TWF
highlights differences such as those of ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, etc. and are
celebrated and recognized as dynamic, situational, and provisional. It becomes difficult
to define the success of TWF because a characteristic of that wave is the rejection of
communal, standardized objectives. A new Fourth Wave tends to bring the conversation
surrounding equality out of the shadows of academia and into social discourse. Third
wave women and men are concerned about equal rights but tend to think the genders
have achieved equality or that society is well on its way to achieve equality. This
sentiment can be seen as naive or overly optimistic for some modern women, as many
women feel there are still huge discrepancies between men and women. Rampton
continues to discuss the emerging fourth wave of feminism and what its individual goals
are. This new emerging wave discusses prevalent issues like “sexual abuse, rape,
violence against women, unequal pay, slut-shaming, the pressure on women to conform
21
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to a single and unrealistic body-type and the realization that gains in female
representation in politics and business, for example, are very slight. It is no longer
considered “extreme,” nor is it considered the purview of rarified intellectuals to talk
about societal abuse of women, rape on college campus, Title IX, homophobia and
transphobia, unfair pay and work conditions, and the fact that the US has one of the
worst records for legally-mandated parental leave and maternity benefits in the world”
(Rampton). All of this, and more, is being brought to the surface of feminist rhetoric and
social discourse thanks to movements like the Me-Too movement, the birth of feminist
Tik Tok communities, and, dare I say it, Miss America.
We have a need for this newfound public discourse; without it our communities
would have no way to identify the indecencies in our society. Things like police brutality,
sexual assault, domestic violence, and institutionalized racism would continue to be
swept under the rug with little to no changes being offered or made. Thanks to things
like the internet, video games, social media, and a growing fourth wave of feminism we
are able to educate ourselves on these topics. We are able to find ways to support our
fellow community members in ways that are specific to their ongoing issues. We have
become able to support all walks of life from people in the drag community to Only Fans
sexworkers and yet, the moment you share that you’re a “pageant girl” the support
disappears. How can we use this to support pageant participants and why is pageantry
where we draw the line?
Susan Douglas carries the sentiment that no matter how far into post feminism
we go that women need to reject all stereotypes surrounding femininity on the premise
22
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that these stereotypes are based on the patriarchal oppression of women and cannot be
reclaimed as empowering. This ideology not only prevents women from participating in
pageantry but also degrades those who choose to participate in them. Douglas states
that post feminists insist “that women have made plenty of progress because of
feminism, indeed, full equality has allegedly been achieved. So now it’s okay, even
amusing, to resurrect sexist stereotypes of girls and women. Enlightened sexism sells
the line that it is precisely through women’s calculated deployment of their faces,
bodies, attire, and sexuality that they gain and enjoy true power: power that is fun, that
men will not resent, and indeed will embrace.” I agree that we have not yet reached
post-feminism, it would be naive to think so while watching women still fighting for the
rights to their bodily autonomy, but we shouldn’t have to reject femininity just because
men like it or because people like Douglas hate it. Douglas doesn’t think women can be
a combo platter of self-awareness. In the above sentiment she outlines that reverting
back to “old” stereotypes continues our oppression. For many pageant participants,
reverting back to “old” stereotypes is empowering. For me, this empowerment comes
from the ability to express myself in the way I choose. I love makeup and fashion but
often I am criticized for experiencing and participating in these.

Miss America as Miss Understood:
One key attribute of Miss America highlights a need for female voices: Social
Impact Initiatives (SII). SII’s are personal platforms that are individually chosen by local,
state, and national pageant participants and can be anything the woman finds passion
in. My SII is Art at the Heart: Arts & Culture Advocacy. Through my SII I am able to work
23

24

with organizations like the Salem Art Association, the Cultural Advocacy Coalition, and
public schools on the importance of arts education in the formative years. I use my SII to
increase awareness of our state graduation rate, which is the third lowest in the nation,
and how arts education directly impacts high school graduation rates. For others their
platforms might be:
Silent No More: a nonprofit that works with victims of sexual assault.
Autism Speaks: The Asperger/Autism Network aims to assist individuals
on the Autism Spectrum throughout their lifetimes.
Veterans Rights
Animal Cruelty
Advocacy for Foster Children
Miss America provides a platform, even for local titleholders, in which they can share
their stories, their passions, and create actual change in their communities. Miss
America alone has donated over 16 million dollars to CMNH as of 2018. Personally, I’ve
worked over the past 4 years to get over 6 bills passed in the state of Oregon that
benefits arts and culture for all Oregonians. However, the work a woman puts into their
SII is rarely seen by the audience. Participants are only given about 20 seconds to make
their SII known to the audience in a short statement. For context I will leave my SII
statement below which won me the 2019 Social Impact and Evening Gown Preliminary
Award at Miss Oregon:
Schools with a mandatory arts curriculum have a graduation rate that is
five. Times. Higher. Then the national average. With our graduation rate
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at 76%, we need help. Join me as I continue my work as a cultural
advocate, a sister and a living example of arts in education so that every
student, in my home state, has access to a quality education.
A second key aspect of Miss America that is often overlooked is what we call “The Four
Points of the Crown”. 7 The points stand for: Service, Style, Scholarship, and Success. As a
Miss America candidate you are required to complete hours of community service; I
have personally received the President’s Volunteer Service award in bronze and gold for
my continued work in community service. Style points to the on-stage fashion. Each
phase of competition has the framework of the phase, not of physical attributes. In
Lifestyle and Fitness in Swimsuit the criteria looks for: “This phase is designed to see
how well the contestant maintains a lifestyle of good physical fitness and health. Her
sense of confidence, attractiveness and presence must be considered in the scoring”.
There is one note to physical looks and that's the word “attractiveness”, you might think
that this weakens my argument however, “attractiveness” is subjective and varies from
person to person, making it virtually impossible for this to be the deciding factor. If we
asked 5 judges which candidate was the most “attractive” each would, probably, have a
different answer. This means that, when Lifestyle and Fitness was a phase of
competition, it was virtually impossible for “attractiveness” to be a deciding factor.
Nonetheless, many academic and social articles depict that confidence is what makes a
person “attractive”. Since the removal of Lifestyle and fitness in swimsuit in 2017, there

7

A Miss America crown, at any level, is silver and round with four large diamond points around
the center. These points signify different aspects of the programs beliefs and goals. Each local,
state, and national titleholder receives and keeps their crown.
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is no longer any verbiage depicting physical attractiveness or characteristics within Miss
America Judging criteria.
For the past 8 years I have not used pageantry as a describer of myself because
of the pressures I feel from community members outside of the program, who do not
want to listen or research for themselves the reality of pageantry. When you participate
in pageantry you can seem like a walking contradiction; you advocate for women while
at the same time appearing to be an object of male gaze. When at the core, pageant
participants are doing things that most women and some men do. We all try to look our
best, we work out, eat right, and sometimes do crazy trends to “Lose Weight Fast!!”. We
go on vacations to take pictures on the beach in our bikinis and we have passions that
we often fight for. We have supportive communities that we surround ourselves in and
we all have dreams. The only difference is pageant participants have a negative history
and just happen to be live on stage. As one of my favorite coaches, Bill Alverson, says:
“Life’s a pageant… might as well put it on stage!”.
In summation, we are facing a conflict as women of what is the right and/or
wrong way to exist. Is what we are doing truly empowering? Am I setting a good
example for women? Am I being sexualized because of the clothes I choose to wear or
not wear? Do I need to reject old stereotypes in order to be empowered or can I be my
true self and still be respected? The answers vary from person to person but overall, we
shouldn’t be putting these boundaries on women. In a community that seems to breed
individuality and celebrate differences, we still continually pressure and push women to
be and do things they aren’t because it doesn’t fit our personal interpretation of female
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empowerment. We have cultivated an environment that's ripe with varying cultures,
communities, and life experiences that range from clubs to video games. We celebrate
influencers who promote sex positivity and “cancel” celebrities who do wrong against
oppressed groups but when it comes to pageant girls there isn't that celebration from
outside viewers. There seems to only be the stigma of what Miss America used to be,
not what it currently is that influences our community’s understanding of it. Even when
it is said that the MAO is a scholarship program that builds female confidence and
empowerment through various aspects of competition.
Through my reflection I hope to shed light onto the current program that is Miss
America. I hope to use my own experience in relation to feminist theory (that I outlined
above) and advocate for the positive attributes of Miss America and the women who
participate in it. I will also discuss the obstructive traits within the system that
contribute to the social perception of the program and how similar programs attempt to
correct those complications. During this portion I will talk through three phases of the
Miss America Competition: Lifestyle and Fitness in Swimwear, Talent, and
Interview/Onstage Question. Through the lens of personal experience and the
experience of fellow Miss America candidates I will analyze and digest the judging
criteria, the social expectation, and the emotional complications that these phases have.
In addition to photos and excerpts from years of extensive note taking, I will attempt to
provide a new perspective on how much work candidates put into this program and
their personal success. Fundamentally, we are still facing a patriarchal conflict between
women that has bled into all areas of our lives. Instead of searching out new
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information, we base our beliefs on years of assumptions, and this can be incredibly
harmful to women, no matter if they participate in hyper-femininity, androgyny, or
masculinity. This makes any hyper-feminine activity, an oppressive activity and not a
celebrated way of life. This puts social pressures on the women who do want to
participate in these areas and begins to force women to question their decisions.
Instead, we need to be accepting of all gender identities, no matter how it is displayed
physically. Whether you identify as a man and participate in drag or if you are nonbinary and participate in Miss America, the idea of a post-patriarchal society begins
when we drop the frame of identity, we have put each other in. At the end of the day a
woman that wishes to participate in Miss America because she feels empowered and
she enjoys the hyperfeminine characteristics of female existence should be celebrated
in doing so not ostracized because society has deemed Miss America an incorrigible,
patriarchal program.
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Personal Reflection:
If you ask anyone in my family, they would describe my younger self as a
“tomboy.” My first career goal and obsession was to be a pirate; not a doctor, not a
movie star. A pirate. I would go on treasure hunts set up by my mom, I would pretend to
pillage and plunder my living room, and I constantly watched the Pirates of the
Caribbean movies. If you had told me, prior to the fall of my 16th year, that the summer
of my 21st year I would become first-runner up to Miss Oregon, I would’ve called you a
bold-faced liar. As a child I envied my brother more than anyone. As the youngest of
three and my brother being the oldest, I followed him everywhere; I wanted to be just
like my brother. I was attached at his hip so religiously that I suffered through a wasp
nest attack just to be “as cool as my brother.” We would spend many days finding
different ways to pick on our middle sister together, including one time burying her up
to her neck in dirt and leaving her alone outside for a few hours. I would play in the mud
and climb trees; I played soccer and danced; and by the age of 10 I had broken three
bones due to my antics. I would also fall down trees, ride my bike with a thigh high cast,
and color on my parent’s kitchen walls. I was constantly cutting off and growing out my
hair because I couldn’t figure out who or what I wanted to be. I was a high energy kid
who didn’t seem to care what others thought, a little selfish if I can say. I believed that
this made me unique; even when I was picked on for my appearance, I never fully
understood what that meant, so I ignored it. I was happy to be considered a “tomboy,”
a “ginger,” and a “grain of rice.” I felt it made me different from others. I was
comfortable with change and comfortable with who I was. My whole young life, I
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wanted to make a difference, I wanted to stand out amongst the crowd. I had always
wanted to be someone that others looked up to, someone others would want to be like.
So, I continued to try my best to be myself. I don’t know where I learned this lesson,
maybe my parents but I believe it was my brother. Ever since I was a young child, I
promised myself I would never bend for another person. I knew deep down that the
minute I began to change myself for someone else I would lose who I truly was.
However, this doesn’t mean I knew who Stephanie was yet. Even though I had this
weapon of self-confidence I still struggled to find my place in the world. I didn’t know
what I wanted to do, how to do it, or if I could afford it. I struggled heavily with mental
health issues in high school. I was constantly fighting with my sister and the tension in
my house was high due to many things like poverty, alcoholism, and anger. I don’t want
to make light of my childhood, but I don’t need to go into detail either. As the youngest
of three kids with only one parent working, I had to scramble to find ways to afford
college. My mother took to her laptop and began digging for things I could do to gain
scholarship dollars. From a Natural Born Redhead Scholarship to the Laurel’s Art
Scholarship. We looked all over for ways to afford college that didn’t include countless
loans. As an average student I wasn’t smart enough to be a Merit-Scholar or low income
enough to warrant Pell Grants. I was an artist in a family of analysts, who believed a
degree in the arts stood for: “would you like fries with that?” Then came the day my
mother asked me if I wish I could play my cello more. At the time the cello and my art
were all I had. She told me about the Miss Marion-Polk County Scholarship Program.
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Going from a tree-climbing, mud-loving, bee-hugging, pirate, “tomboy” to a
bonafide, feminine “pageant girl” came as a huge shock to me, my friends, and my
family. During the first dress fitting I ever had I kept complaining over how sparkly things
were. Having had a stereotypically masculine haircut my whole life, I am not the first
thought when someone envisions a pageant girl. I am only 5’2”, I’ve been petite my
whole life, with red hair and a cello on her back, so maybe that’s the point. Our social
stereotyping of what things should look like has caused us to become blinded by
judgment. During my time in the Miss America Organization (MAO), I was often asked
questions pertaining to my looks, my sexuality, and my education. I was often asked
“are you allowed to compete,” as if the inquirer could see my sexual orientation oozing
from my pores like an infection. I was told “short hair is never successful in pageants,”
as if I had given any thought to my hair length in relation to my success in life. I vividly
remember being asked: “what do you use an arts degree for?” as if I was going to school
for underwater basket weaving. Most of the “advice” I was given was unsolicited, as if I
appeared as someone who needed a little extra help and not as someone who was
confident in their choices and decisions. I still sometimes wonder: “where do you get
the audacity to say that?”
The audacity. This phrase has recently become increasingly popular with younger
generations to describe the pure social misunderstanding that comes with asking
inappropriate or micro-aggressive questions. No matter how upsetting these things are,
it taught me that no matter what I do, as long as I am bettering myself, I’m happy, and I
continue to grow; what others say matters very little. However, my experience should
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not deter from the issue I am trying to discuss. As discussed earlier there is a double
standard when it comes to feminism and pageantry. We live in a community growing in
female support; however, we still prejudge women for participating in stereotypically
feminine things like pageantry. My original concept was to participate in an
autoethnography with day-by-day documentation of what real pageant competition is
like. Due to Covid-19 the local preliminary that I qualified for was cancelled two days
before the show and I was unable to compete during one of my last years of eligibility.
This affected my ability to offer a detailed catalogue of my experience during my
journey to the Miss Oregon pageant. My wish was to keep journal entries of my
experience competing in not only my local preliminary, Miss Marion-Polk County, but
also the Miss Oregon state pageant. If I was given the opportunity to be Miss Oregon, I
would have included my experience at Miss America and also interviewed and studied
the experiences of my peers as a participant-observer. This would have enabled me to
engage in an in-depth auto-ethnographic study that provided insight about the interplay
between femininity/pageant culture and feminism/empowerment. Instead, I want to
reflect on my personal experience in pageantry as it pertains to three phases of
competition; talent, interview/on stage question, and Lifestyle and Fitness in swimsuit. I
felt these three phases were the most important because they are often either
overlooked as key aspects of a successful woman but are also considered shallow or
disrespectful to women.
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Life-style and Fitness in Swimsuit:
The most common questions I get concerning pageantry are associated with
Lifestyle and Fitness in Swimsuit. The difficulty with this phase of competition is that it
100% looks like a competition based on physical features and body type. However, if
you look at past Miss America’s, like Cara Mund, we can see that it isn’t “always” the
skinny blondes with six pack abs who win the title. I have been petite my whole life. By
petite I mean the classical definition in the Merriam-Webster dictionary which has two
definitions; stating “having a small trim figure-usually used of a woman” and “a clothing
size for short women”. Using that definition, I am a proud petite woman, but I never felt
sexy. With the media portraying the Kardashian’s as the ideal, I never thought of myself
as a physically attractive woman to men. I didn’t think I was attractive to college boys
and never made the first move because I thought “who would want me, I look like a 10year-old boy”. It wasn’t until I began competing in the lifestyle and fitness phase of
competition that I began to respect and appreciate my small stature. I want to take this
moment to acknowledge that I have a very different experience than women in a larger
body. I do not deal with the same oppression as full-figured, or fat women and I don’t
want to claim to. My hope is to accurately describe my experience of self-acceptance
through this phase of competition as a petite woman and not speak for all women.
Because of the swimsuit competition I was taught and shown that your body
type should not and does not matter; it’s your confidence in who you are that is judged
during this phase. Not your chosen swimsuit, not how skinny you are, and definitely not
what body type you have. Pulling back to the experience of those in larger bodies, I
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understand and want to acknowledge that it is much easier for a petite or skinny
woman to feel confident in their bodies because we are considered the beauty standard
in America. However, there is still a need to acknowledge every woman’s struggle with
body image in relation to their identity. From an early age I was painfully aware of how
small I am. I was often called a “sir” or “young man”, a stick/twig, and at one point some
of the people closest to me thought I needed medical help for an eating disorder. I’ve
never had an eating disorder; I’ve just always been small. I was constantly called upon to
reach or crawl into small spaces, I was always the one to tie the fishing line due to my
small hands, and many people would verbally wonder how I managed to play the cello
because “it’s the same size as you”. As small as these are, they really affected the image
I had for myself. I began to wonder if I would ever be respected by anyone or if I would
always be considered smaller than I was.
The swimsuit competition allowed me the space to learn that the only person
who needs to approve of my body is myself. The year I was first runner up at Miss
Oregon I almost fell during my swimsuit walk but that didn’t stop me from being one of
the top performers in that category. That’s because I kept my confidence in myself even
though I messed up on my walk. Lifestyle and Fitness motivated me to take better care
of my body and mind; this phase of competition allowed me the opportunity to be
bigger, bolder, and confident in my physical appearance. There is a connotation
alongside confidence with your physical being and being vain, selfish, even ignorant and
dense. Due to this it becomes easy to see why those adjectives also seem to describe
our understanding of pageant women. Pageant women need to portray themselves as
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confident during this phase of competition in order to stand out and show the judges
and audience that they take care of themselves, no matter their shape and size. In any
case of a woman being confident with their physical features it just takes one scroll
through her comments to see others putting her down for it, bullying her even. There is
no large difference between an influence posting her bikini shots from Cabo and a
candidate participating in a swimsuit competition, like Miss America. They are both
confident in who they are and want to celebrate themselves, it often takes a long
journey for self-acceptance and self love so why has it become so hard for all of us to
participate in that? There are so many more facets to women and people participating
in pageantry, viewers simply need to take the time to look into it. Most programs have
weeks of pre-posts and events to showcase their candidates in every way possible,
education, talents, hobbies, and lives.

Talent:
When my sister was in the fourth grade, she began playing the violin. By the time
I was in fourth grade I decided, in order to give my sister her own hobby, to not play an
instrument. I decided to stick with choir. I was green with envy over my sister's
orchestra classes. My brother briefly played cello when he was in second grade, so I
yearned to also play the cello, like my brother. However, I didn’t want to step on my
sister’s toes, so I waited to express my interest in an instrument until she quit the violin
for a year. I didn’t have a lot of money growing up and my parents spent what little
money they did have on me and my passion for the cello. At the time $100 was a lot to
my family and I remember vividly driving up to the Portland area to buy a used cello
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from a retired war vet who, due to injury, could no longer play. This was the first
moment I felt, as a human being, that I had value. I could do something that not many
people could, I could read sheet music, play a song, and perform on my own. I was in
love with the cello.
Jared Singer puts it succinctly: “Some things are holy enough that they only
deserve to be done well; love, cello, forgiveness”. That’s how I felt about having the
opportunity to play a cello, let alone to own one. I was tasked with a joyful and loving
challenge; to learn. Sadly, performance was not in my DNA, I was absolutely,
unequivocally, without a doubt, terrified of performing solo. I played in an orchestra and
enjoyed being a small part of a much larger experience. I loved when the orchestra
would swell with our many instruments blending together to sound like one singular
voice quavering through the music hall. It was truly my favorite feeling in the world. I
cannot accurately describe the true blessing I felt to be a part of something like that.
When I first signed up for the Miss Marion-Polk County Scholarship Program in
2015 I was a junior in high school. I had never successfully played solo for a crowd,
never asked someone if they wanted to buy Girl Scout cookies, and maybe spoke to 10
people. I was definitely not prepared for a solo performance so at first… I chose to
dance. Having not danced in years I still don’t know why I thought this was a good idea
but after seeing the ballerina, who would go on to win the competition, I decided to play
the cello. I chose Camille Saint-Saens, The Swan from Carnival of the Animals, 1886 and
learned almost the entire song on my own. I used no background music and was
probably really terrible; this experience ignited my passion for the arts. I realized how
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valuable music was in my life and how much I wanted to share that with others. Most of
the women I know have a similar story about their own unique and cliche talents. I’ve
seen anything from speed painting to operatic vocals. I’ve seen science experiments,
speed sewing, and roller skating. There are many talented artists that don't get
recognized during a pageant because not every process is perfect. From an election to a
company, no process is set up to be 100% accurate. It is human nature after all to be
swayed by our unconscious. That’s why, in a pageant, the process is set up to highlight
the dimensions of its participants, not just what is viewed on stage.

Private Interview:
The many parts that play into the interview and on-stage question portion of a
competition is to feature the complexity and intelligence of the contestants prior to
being on stage. I’ll briefly cover the three main things discussed in the ten-minute
private interview which takes place in front of a panel of 5 judges: knowledge in
Personal Platform, comprehension of current events, and understanding of self.
My personal platform is called Art at the Heart and it involves the advocacy and
legislative change for arts and culture in education. I chose this platform not only
because of my own experience in the arts but also because of a friend who I lost in
2017. Her name was Anna and we sat across from one another in our IB Visual Arts
class. She showed up to class late, almost every day, with a bagel sandwich in hand and
one day I asked, “why do you show up at all?” and she replied “this class (art) is the only
reason I come to school at all.” She was a beautiful person and talented artist; I had
never seen her be mean or rude to a soul. Her comment changed the way I viewed not
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only my own interest in the arts but my view on arts education. I began to wonder how
many students felt that their value depending on a grade in a class or a score on a test.
I began drawing after a tib/fib fracture in the second grade. I would draw
anything I could see or find, from Rugrats cartoons to handmade ceramic candle
holders. Art became my escape, my outlet, and when I felt the most at ease. I loved to
contemplate, appreciate, and learn about art. I wanted every book on Dadaists, to
protest Pablo Picasso, and view Starry Night in person. However, my father didn’t
believe the arts would bring me money or joy as a career. I used art to express what I
couldn’t, to understand my emotions and my longing to be heard and understood. I
don’t think she remembers this, but it wasn’t until I met my high school art teacher,
Mrs. Gilmore, that I began to find my place. She saw in me a talent for drawing from life.
Gilmore was the first person outside of my mother that believed in me and my art. She
gave me free reign of assignments and taught me what real art criticism and
understanding was. Gilmore gave me my first taste of art history, which would soon
become my passion and what I would go get my masters in. All of these things pushed
me to realize I had an opportunity to make a difference with my platform.
I’ve worked with many organizations and advocacy groups to push for
mandatory arts education in Oregon. I’ve researched thousands of statistics on the
benefit of art in conjunction with graduation rates, literacy, testing scores, and suicide
rates. I know women who have gone to DC and worked on federal change for mental
health services, ending hunger, and many nonprofit organizations. It’s the passion that
these women hold for their personal platforms that pushes them to spearhead change
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and obtain a deep knowledge of their chosen subject. Sadly, because this portion of
competition appears in the private interview, not many viewers know all the work that
goes into the program. The only glimpse a viewer sees of this is during the newly adding
Evening Gown and Social Impact Statement. This segment of competition allows the
candidate to speak for 20 seconds on their chosen platform or Social Impact Initiative,
as it is called now. During the 2019 Miss Oregon Competition I won my first preliminary
award in this category.
When also preparing for the program you must keep up with current events
because anything is fair game during your private interview and on-stage question. You
could feasibly be asked about anything in the local newspaper to the newest major
climate crisis update. You must be quick to answer while also remaining neutral and
strong in your opinions. By that I mean you must be able to back up your opinions with
facts and references without offending someone with a different view. We are all too
familiar with the many viral videos online of poorly answered questions, many of us
think “how could you say that” or we just laugh. Let’s be honest however, if you had to
answer a random question that could be about literally anything in only about 30
seconds in front of hundreds or thousands or millions of people, you might be a little
stressed too.
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Conclusion:
By and by there are so many things not seen by the viewer of a pageant and that
clouds our perception of a candidate. We tend to pay attention to the funny, the bad,
and the judgement instead of taking the time to ask someone about it. There is a whole
community of people who share a love and appreciation for pageantry and who
celebrate it. Many women pay for their college education through participating in
pageantry. There is a sisterhood that exists between participants because of the stigma
and misunderstanding, it’s a true sisterhood of women who celebrate femininity but
won’t force it on others. This program helped me find my place, it brought me comfort
in my own body, and gave me confidence to pursue my dreams without the anxiety of
belonging. It showed me there is space for every woman and just because you enjoy
stereotypically feminine things does not mean you are what people think. Confidence
does not equal arrogance. Beauty does not equate to vanity. My brain is just as
gorgeous and confident as I am in my own skin and my own passions. However, it would
be a disservice not to mention the negative aspects of pageantry.
Like many sports, programs, and activities, there are a few bad apples in the
bunch. It would be wrong of me to not mention the few times I have been hurt during
my participation in the program. However, it was not the program that hurt my sense of
self, it was other women who felt the need to tear others down to make themselves feel
better. There is space for all women to exist but some still think they need to make
room.
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In 2018, I had a group chat with other candidates for the title of Miss Oregon,
women who I trusted and felt had my best interest in mind. A few weeks before the
state program one of my sister titleholders texted our chat saying she wanted to cut her
hair into a bob. When we all replied positively she noted that “I’m worried because
short hair never does well in pageants”. At this moment in time it had a short pixie cut,
shorter than a bob. This comment cut deep, I was very close with this woman and when
I replied saying that what she said was uncouth she brushed it off. She didn’t
acknowledge that what she said was in direct relation to me and my existence in the
program. I was shaken, I began to wonder if she was right and if I even stood a chance at
making the top 10 that year. Instead of spiraling into a depressive state I took her
statement and decided I would show her (and everyone watching) that short hair can
and does do well in the program. I wanted to prove to her and everyone that what you
look like does not matter. You can be a feminine woman with short hair, there is no
direct correlation between your hair length and your soul. On the final night of
competition we both were called into the top 10. During the competition I remember
being asked on stage something along the lines of: “how do you feel right now” and I
said “I’m just happy that a short haired, red headed cellist made it here.” I was called
into the top 5 that year and my friend was not. I became first runner up that year.
The second instance is still going on if I can be completely honest. A woman who
I spent three years competing with decided I was not someone they were interested in.
Over the course of the four years that I’ve known her, she has not spoken more than a
few sentences to me. But she continued to talk about me with others, criticizing me and
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my performances. We both won awards in 2019; when I congratulated her she did not
say anything to me but instead told my sister titleholders that I was over time during my
social impact statement and shouldn’t have won. This young woman would go on to win
the title of Miss Oregon and would continue to not include me in events, postings, and
has still not spoken to me. Her local directors, who were responsible for preparing her
for state, went so far as to personally message my mother that she was not being
supportive and was rude to our current Miss Oregon. I draw the line when my family
gets involved. My mother did nothing to deserve the bullying she received. In an
attempt at pure honesty, I don’t believe she epitomizes what a Miss Oregon is and part
of her behavior pushed me to no longer want to compete.
I chose to share the negative strictly to prepare any woman curious about the
program. Despite these things, I loved my experience in pageantry, I met some of my
closest friends participating in this program. I became the woman I am today thanks to
the confidence I gained, the interview skills I learned, and the passions I discovered.
While competing I never felt not good enough, I always felt that if I gave it my all and
stayed true to myself, the title didn’t matter. I was there for scholarship money after all,
and that’s what I walked away with, title or no title. Every loss made me work harder,
pursue more of my passions and push myself to the limits. I learned to balance work,
school, pageantry, and volunteering which helps me as a retired candidate with my
personal life. I still use most of the skills I gained through pageantry in my professional
life. There are so many benefits to the Miss America program that outweigh the few
negative interactions with other candidates. I’ve struggled with explaining this in the
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past to the people closest to me so my hope is that I’ve been able to do that with this
thesis. I want women who are nervous about participating or even mildly curious about
competing to know that it’s not as the media portrays it. It’s a community of like minded
and passionate young women who are all working their asses off to better their
communities. Even the ones who have bullied me, they are passionate about their
platforms and ignite change in their communities. That’s what the program is all about
after all: “to prepare great women for the world, and to prepare the world for great
women”.
As I close out my reflection on the past few years I want to leave you with a list
of a few pageant candidates who have and continue to do amazing things for their
communities and our country.
Lee Meriwether
Gretchen Carlson
Vanessa Williams
Halle berry
Diane sawyer
Michelle Pfeiffer
Priyanka Chopra
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Appendix:

Figure 1: 2018 Miss Oregon competition

Figure 2: 2017 Miss Oregon Competition
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Figure 3: Winning my first preliminary award in 2019

Figure 4: 2019 Evening Gown competition
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Figure 5: Winning my first preliminary award in 2019
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Figure 6: Competing in Talent in 2018

Figure 7: Competing in Lifestyle and Fitness in Swimsuit in 2018
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Figure 8: Winning first-runner up in 2018

Figure 9: Being called into the Top 5 in 2018
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Figure 10: the excitment of being called into top 5 in 2018

Figure 11: Final 5 candidates in 2018
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Figure 12: being announced as first-runner up in 2018

Figure 13: being called into the top 10 in 2018
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