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Abstract 

This thesis works to challenge dominant cultural conceptions. I will show how 

we view bodies and how the person, their character, and ability are read through 

sporting performances. The thesis focuses on how “masculine” performances are 

communicated in the media. I analyze two texts, one masculine and one feminine, in 

order to show how the media (re)produces gender ideologies in relation to athletic 

bodies. I analyze both texts using a critical cultural lens in order to uncover the role 

the body plays in the evaluation of the athletes and their performances. The analysis 

revealed that there are deep seated cultural ideologies related to speed, toughness, 

autonomy, and domination associated with sports discourses. The first analysis shows 

how this preoccupation with masculinity pushes male athletes to disregard their 

bodies and push through in order to play whereas the second analysis shows how 

female athletes cause a dissonance when they exhibit the same characteristics. Female 

athletes often find their gender and biological sex in question when they do perform 

well and push themselves to their physical limits. This has more to do with the fact 

that the gender differences are located in the physical bodies of the athletes rather 

than there being an actual issues with biological sex. Gender ideologies are pervasive 

in our culture and they are hard to overcome, even when we are aware they are there.  

I propose a new definition of sports related violence, one that takes into account 

violence done to the self and other in order to have the physical body adhere to the 

cultural norm. I also call for a rhetoric of fairness and equality that not only refers to 

issues of race, class, and gender, but also of mind and body, one that can help us 
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“overcome” the dualistic notions we still hold of the body and that takes into account 

the natural variations and experiences of the human body. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction  

Sports in the United States are powerful, familiar, and highly naturalized, 

especially since the rise of the media. Sports act as a microcosm for scientific 

modernism, emphasizing the divide between logic and emotion, mind and body, male 

and female.  Sporting discourses represent dominant ideology and identity by acting 

as the predominant site for the construction and maintenance of the dominant social 

discourse. (Re)presentation of ideologies actively and concisely invoke the cyclical 

and constructive nature of the practices through which people, objects, and events are 

“presented, represented, and re-presented.”1 Sports discourses reproduce dominant 

ideologies related to masculinity.  

Sport reinforces traditional gender ideologies. Don Sabo and Michael Messner 

loosely define gender ideologies as complex webs of ideas and beliefs about 

masculinity, femininity, and male-female relationships in the organization of social 

worlds.2 These ideologies give a sense of what is “natural” and “moral” when it 

comes to performing gender in everyday life. Sports emphasize the idea that men are 

naturally superior to women in activities that involve strength, physical skills, and 

emotional control. Sports are used in post-industrial societies to support group 

identification and are used to turn boys into men.  
                                                
1 Lindsey J. Mean, “Making Masculinity and Framing Femininity: FIFA, Soccer, and World Cup Web 
Sites,” in Examining Identity in Sports Media, ed. Heather L. Hudley. & Andrew C. Billings 
(Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2011), 67.  
2 Don Sabo and Michael A. Messner, “Whose Body is This?: Women’s Sports and Sexual Politics,” in 
Women in Sport: Issues and Controversies 2nd edition, ed. Greta L. Cohen (Oxon Hill, MD: 
AAHPERD Publications, 2001), 25-36. 
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The athletic body is highly symbolic. Social norms are regulated through 

action. Gender is evaluated based on the bodily performance of athletes. 

Traditionally, sport was used as a way to exert power and to prove masculinity.3 

While this notion is still true, conventionally sports also teach both male and female 

athletes proper performances of their gender. How athletes choose to use their bodies 

in and through sports often has dire consequences on how the body is evaluated in 

society and the media. When positioned in the traditional binary framework, the 

athletic body is the embodiment of hegemonic masculinity. The athletic body comes 

to represents the multiple cultural ideals on what constitutes a masculine body. R. W. 

Connell explains that the main tenants of hegemonic masculinity are “the 

subordination of women, the marginalization of gay men, and the connecting of 

masculinity to toughness and competiveness.”4 Cultural norms dictate that the female 

body is inherently more fragile and delicate than the male counterpart is. People often 

voice their concerns about girls getting hurt by stronger, more powerful boys. The 

paradox causes female athletes to toe the line between being read as too masculine 

and too fragile to compete. 

Masculine culture is deeply embedded in most of the corporations that men 

control; therefore, masculine ideologies are reaffirmed and legitimized in corporate 

culture. Masculine ideology is the key factor in the sport-media relationship. Men 

who define masculinity in terms of physically dominating others often use violence in 

                                                
3 Michael A. Messner, Power at Play: Sports and the Problem of Masculinity (Boston, MA: Beacon 
Press, 1992).  
4 R. W. Connell, “An Iron Man,” in Sports, Men, and the Gender Order, ed. by Michael Messner, 
(Champaing, IL: Human Kinetics Books, 1990): 89.  



Texas Tech University, Amanda Jean Schwertner, August 2013 
 
 

 3 

sports as an expression of this code of manhood.5 Men often use a “language of 

violence” when communicating about sports. This language is used to communicate 

the desire to win above all else. This language emphasizes that the use of violence is 

an acceptable way to attain this goal- especially in contact sports. The “language of 

violence” normalizes violence done to sporting bodies, which in turn, makes violence 

invisible. The normalization of violence works to institutionalize violence as a 

“normal” part of the game, teaching young men and boys that it is necessary to 

succeed in sport. This language often works to associate violence with masculinity, 

teaching young boys and men that the ability to do violence is the ability to act like a 

man. This language encourages athletes not only to engage in acts of violence against 

others, but acts of violence against the self. Cultural preoccupations with violence 

cause sports to become an extremely hazardous space in which pain and injury are 

glorified as proof of one’s masculinity. If we want to understand sporting 

performances, we must first understand gender ideology and issues of masculinity in 

culture.  

Pain is Mental  

“Pain is mental.”   

Three simple words, but what do they mean?  

Pain: physical or mental suffering or distress, as due to injury, illness, etc.  

Is: inductive of being.  

                                                
5 Jim McKay, Michael A. Messner, and Don Sabo, Masculinities, Gender Relations, and Sport: 
Research on Men and Masculinities (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2000). 
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Mental: of or pertaining to the mind.  

Put them together they represent a powerful notion: Pain, physical or mental suffering 

exists only in the mind. Three simple words that shaped my athletic career, three 

simple words that affect how I live my life.  

I cannot remember the first time I heard those words, I just remember my dad 

saying it and thinking it must be true because Dad never lies. My father did not have 

mal intent when he uttered this phrase. In fact, a few years later when I used it to 

justify why I played through an injury he felt guilty for even joking about it.  

My dad is a “tough” man, a man who pushed his body to the physical limits. 

As a young man he played college football at Texas Tech University. While there he 

burst his bursa, “mangled” his shoulder, and sustained a number of other injuries. 

None of these things ever slowed him down, in fact he persevered through them, 

winning the “Dare to Be Great” Award in 1985. Later in life, I witnessed these 

amazing displays of toughness first hand. I saw my dad lift a boat trailer and move it 

three inches because, “it was easier than moving it with the truck.” I saw him push 

through the lingering pain in his shoulder that was never properly tended. The man 

never stops, never lets anything get in his way.  

That toughness, that desire to never quit, was not lost on my brother and me. 

We grew up with a desire to give it our all, a need to never give in. I watched my 

brother play football through broken fingers and dislocated hips and shoulders, never 

disclosing his pain to anyone. My brother managed to end his football career, playing 
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in college like my father, without receive a “serious” injury. But only time will tell 

the physical and mental effects the game will have on him.  

I have always wanted to make my parents proud, wanted to prove to them that 

I could be as great as they are. As a middle school student I participated in it all, 

cheerleading, basketball, cross country, and even flag football. The summer before 

my eight-grade year I started to notice a pain in my knee, a pain that steadily grew 

stronger and longer lasting. I knew I could push through it; it was all in my head after 

all. I continued to run cross-country until the day my knee gave out, until the day I 

could no longer hide my pain. After a series of test the orthopedist informed me that I 

had a patellar tracking disorder in both knees, my ligaments were not strong enough 

to hold my kneecap in place. He told me that the only way to fix it was surgery, but I 

would have to wait until I was finished growing. Then came the news, the day my life 

forever changed. The day I was told I could not participate in sports anymore. The 

news devastated me, what was I without the game?  

 My first question was, “what happens if I keep playing?” The doctor informed 

me my knees would eventually give out completely and that there was a good chance 

I would be in a wheel chair by the age of 20.  

 “That’s fine.”  

 As a 13-year-old middle school student, I could not envision life past 18, two 

years shy of the wheel chair mark. My mothers first response was “no.” Eventually 

the doctors asked how I managed to make it so long with out telling anyone, my 

simple reply was, “I thought it was all in my head, pain is mental.”  
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 Fortunately, my family did not allow me to keep playing and today, at the age 

of 23 I am still able to walk. However, I was not able to leave my sporting career 

completely unscathed. I did eventually have surgery on my knee and am still unable 

to participate in high impact activities without wearing a brace for fear of dislocation. 

When I was 15 I broke my elbow and dislocated my rotator cuff while snowboarding 

over spring break. In a desire to push through the pain, I did not tell anyone about my 

injuries for 10 days (until my elbow started to turn green due to the swelling in the 

joint), by that time my elbow had partially healed and short of re-breaking the joint. 

There was no viable option for repairing my elbow and I never informed them of my 

shoulder pain. Today, I am unable to fully extend by left elbow or raise my left arm 

above parallel because my shoulder will dislocate. I also suffer from chronic back 

pain due to a slipped disk I sustained playing flag football. I have trouble physically 

getting out of bed in the morning because I suffer from early onset arthritis in most of 

my joints from overuse of at such an early age. My body literally has been broken-

down from the years I spent pushing it to its physical limits, the years I spend 

performing acts of violence against myself.  

I tell this story not because it is unique, I tell this story because it is one shared 

by countless athletes. The need to be the best, never give up, the need to be tough, 

drives athletes to ignore and modify their bodies. Athletes find themselves constantly 

bombarded with phrases like: “Pain is weakness leaving the body.” “Pain is 

temporary but victory is forever.” “It hurts so good.” Why are we willing to 

“sacrifice” and “manipulate” our bodies? The answer is clear; to be tough is to be a 
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man. Many athletes, like me, push themselves to the breaking point in an effort to 

please others such as coaches and parents. For many athletes the team becomes a part 

of their family and many are lost when they can no longer participate in sports.  

In the end I was able find a new passion for my life, speaking out on behalf of 

injured athletes and challenging the culture of sports. Athletes constantly push 

themselves past their physical limits to achieve greatness, to make our parents, friend 

and coaches proud, as well as to secure their sense of belonging to the team. I found a 

new passion because I had not, not because I wanted to. I was lucky enough have the 

support of my family along this journey. This is not the case for all athletes, some are 

not able to find a new identity, some do not have a family outside of their sport and 

they find themselves struggling to define themselves without sport and living with the 

long-term injures, the constant reminder of the sacrifices they made for the sport that 

no longer needs them.  

Defining “Modern” Sports 

Sports serve as a site for presenting ideas and beliefs, a place where people 

can collectively create and learn about the world in which they live. Sports discourses 

celebrate values, ideas, and beliefs that serve the interests of hegemonic ideologies 

and traditional ideological notions of masculinity based on the ability to dominate 

others using physical strength, power, and speed.6 Organized sports became important 

because influential people saw sport as a way to train loyal, efficient, and patriotic 

                                                
6 Michael A. Messner, “Sports and Male Domination: The Female Athlete as Contested Ideological 
Terrain,” Sociology of Sport Journal 5 (1988): 197-211.  
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workers.7 Sports were organized to emphasize competition and individual character 

development and toughness, traits deemed “appropriate” for developing men.8 Sports 

also became a way to help “overfeminized” boys become assertive, competitive, 

achievement-oriented men. In contemporary Western society there is a commonly 

held assumption that sex-integration will cause society to lose its motivation for 

maintaining a gender ideology based on the assumption of male superiority and 

female inferiority.  

Sex-segregated sports help maintain the masculine and feminine 

communicative cultures into which children are socialized. Julia Wood claims 

masculine communicative cultures use communication to achieve instrumental goals, 

assert individual status, and ensure their status whereas feminine communicative 

cultures build connection, include others, and foster cooperation and support of 

others.9 Sex-segregated sports teach boys and girls different appreciations of when, 

why, and with whom they should interact. Adolescent boys who participate in contact 

sports are taught that violence, sexual aggression, toughness, and pain tolerance are 

what make a “real man” and that anything other than these (i.e. weakness) is 

feminine.10 Sports related violence occurs when athletes use physical force that can 

cause harm to the others and the self. Sports act as a space in which domination over 

                                                
7 Robert Mechikoff, A History and Philosophy of Sport and Physical Education New (York NY: The 
McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc., 2006). 
8 Rupert Wilkinson, American Tough: The Tough-Guy Tradition and American Character (New York: 
Perennial Library, 1986).  
9 Julia Wood, Gendered Lives: Communication, Gender, and Culture. (Boston, MA: Wadsworth, 
2011). 
10 R. W. Connell, “Growing Up Masculine: Rethinking the Significance of Adolescence in the Making 
of Masculinities,” Irish Journal of Sociology 14 (2005): 11-28.  
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self (the athlete’s individual body) and others (both other males and females) in 

violence becomes the chosen tool in order to discipline and punish the body. The 

emphasis on violence done to the body leads men to accept violence as a normal and 

natural part of masculinity and viewing the body as a tool to do violence as well as a 

space in which violence can be done. Michael Messner found that “the earliest studies 

of masculine identity suggested that boys were seen essentially as ‘blank slates’ who 

came to their athletic experiences to be socialized into ‘male roles.”11 Sex-segregated 

sports act as a “safe space” for masculine camaraderie, identity, and competition 

through ritualized combat. Sex-segregated sports not only teach young men how to be 

men more importantly they teach them how not to be women.  

On the other hand, girls’ sports encourage traditional feminine characteristics 

such as teamwork and cooperation. Female athletes are encouraged to act as a 

collective unit whereas boys are taught to compete with each other, even when they 

are a part of the same team. Women are encouraged to participate in “female 

appropriate” sports such as swimming and tennis (neither of which is a team sport). 

Team sports and sports that require strength and speed (such as track) are still seen as 

masculine.12 Females who participate in sports such as basketball and soccer 

constantly have their femininity challenged. They must “prove” their femininity by 

“coming out” as heterosexual as well as through rigorous sex/gender testing.13 Female 

                                                
11 Michael A. Messner, “When Bodies are Weapons: Masculinity and Violence in Sport,” International 
Review for the Sociology of Sport 25 (1990): 203-218.  
12 Michael A. Messner, “Sports and Male Domination.” 
13 Heather L Hudley and Andrew C. Billings Examining Identity in Sports Media (Thousand Oaks: 
Sage, 2010).  
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athletes are encouraged to see the “grace” and “art” of sports (i.e. gymnastics and 

dance). However, it is essential to remember that femininity is not associated with 

sports participation in the same ways as masculinity. Female athletes who do excel in 

“men’s sports” face rampant discrimination and violence in sports. These athletes 

often have to “prove” their femininity because they are seen as violating traditional 

notions of femininity by acting/performing like men. For example, after the Caster 

Semenya was accused of not being a female, she had a makeover and appeared on the 

cover of YOU magazine with a headline reading, “Wow, Look at Caster Now!: We 

Turn SA’s Power Girl into a Glamour Girl- and She Loves it!”14 This headlines 

shows the importance of performance to the evaluation of femininity, when Caster 

started performing like a female, she became a female. Consequently, organized 

sports operate as an important arena in which muscular women are contested and 

interpreted in comparison to men and masculinity.  

Despite the increased changes in male-female relationships over the past 50 

years, sports remain gendered. Studies on sex-role stereotypes demonstrate that little 

has changed in the publics’ perception of what constitutes masculine and feminine 

traits.15 For example, women are still seen as being more emotionally expressive 

whereas men are seen as being in more control and expressing their emotions through 

                                                
14 “Wow, Look at Caster Now!: We Turn SA’s Power Girl into a Glamour Girl- and She Loves it!” 
You Magazine, Sep. 10, 2009.  
15 Elen Bertozzi, “You Play Like a Girl!’: Cross Gender Competition and the Uneven Playing Field,” 
Convergence: The Journal of Research into New Media Technologies 14 (2008): 473-487.  
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aggressive and potentially dangerous behaviors.16 Sports reward behaviors like 

aggression, competition, and violence. These traditional male behaviors are 

performed within a system of checks and balance that control how they are expressed 

and who can express them.  

Sport and the Media 

Economically, the media and sports could not survive without each other. 

Both sport and the media (re)inforce dominant ideologies. Both the media and sport 

“sell” a particular ideology (masculinity) to the consumer (their audience). Sports 

create an audience for the media and the media generates revenues for sports by 

creating an image that can be reproduced and sold. The sport-media relationship is 

grounded in power relations and shaped by the resources held by different people at 

different times.17 Mediated sporting events provide an opportunity for dominant 

interests to create the meaning of sport and to foster their ideology among viewers. 

The economy and political ideology fuels the complex relationship between 

sports and the media. In capitalist economies, ideology revolves around revenue 

streams and profits.18 The media generates revenues for sports organizations and 

creates sport-related images, which can be sold in connection with everything from 

coffee mugs and credit cards to sweat suits and soccer balls.19 Thus, the media 

                                                
16 Leslie R. Brody, “Gender Differences in Emotional Development: A Review of Theories and 
Research,” Journal of Personality 53 (1985): 102-149.  
17 Michael A. Messner, Michael A., “The Masculinity of the Governator: Muscle and Compassion in 
American Politics,” Gender and Society 32.4 (2007): 462-480.  
18 Lawrence A. Wenner, MediaSport (New York: Routledge, 2002).  
19 Andrew C. Billings, Olympic Media: Inside the Biggest Show on Television( New York: Routledge, 
2007). 
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promotes a way life based on consumption, competition, and individual 

achievements, and group participation (all values of a capitalist system). Sports and 

athletes offer a “politically safe way” to market products, values, and lifestyles to 

citizens. Masculine culture is embedded in most of the corporations that men control; 

therefore, masculine ideologies are reaffirmed and legitimized in corporate culture. 

Masculine hegemony is the key factor in the sport-media relationship.  

The sports media socializes viewers to conservative political values such as 

individual achievements and hard work and serves an industrial society by 

emphasizing modern capitalist values such as competitions and specialization. 

“Modern” sports are more scientific than ever, focusing on secularism, equality, 

specialization, rationalization, bureaucratization, qualification criteria, and stringent 

record keeping. Thus, sports are a site in which “intertextual linkages, sport 

metaphors, and sporting discourse have pervaded everyday talk and are now readily 

apparent in the language practices of society at large. The infiltration of talk about 

sport into nonsport contexts supports the notion that sport, like religion and science, is 

a pervasive foundational discourse.”20 Mediated sport functionally naturalizes values 

and points of view that are consistent with dominant ideology and come to be seen as 

“common sense.”21 The media serves a larger system of social order by emphasizing 

cultural values and providing exemplars (sports heroes) for the audience to emulate. 

                                                
20 Jeffrey W. Kassing, Andrew C. Billings, Robert S. Brown, Kelby K. Halone, Kritisn Harrison, Bob 
Krizek, Lindsey Mean, and Paul D. Turman, “Communicating in the Community of Sport: The Process 
of Enacting, (Re)producing, Consuming, and Organizing Sport,” Communication Yearbook 28 (2004): 
375.  
21 Nick Trujillo, “Machines, Missiles, and Men: Images of the Male Body on ABC’s Monday Night 
Football,” Sociology of Sport Journal 12 (1995): 403-423. 
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Consequently, the media becomes producers of meaning and creators of social 

consciousness. The media help to justify social arrangements because it is seen as 

objective news. However, the media distort reality on its quest to maintain the status 

quo.  

The media also provide frameworks of meaning that selectively interpret the 

controversies and problems surrounding sporting events. In Power and Ideology in 

American Sport George Sage writes, “The rhetoric focuses listener and viewer 

attention on the overall importance of the competition, individual athletes’ (and 

coaches’) personalities, statistics, records, and team styles of play…to frame and 

contextualize the game by artificially building dramatic tension and solidifying 

allegiances, thus persuading listeners and viewers to stay glued to their sets and 

preparing them for how they should hear, see, and understand the contest.”22 The 

media makes sporting events about more than just the game. Sportscasters frame 

sporting events in a manner that ascribes moral values. Sportscasters add in personal 

interest stories, comment on records and statistics, and dramatically embellish action 

in an effort to keep viewers tuned in.23 Thus, the media selectively interprets sporting 

events in an effort to emphasize hegemonic values such as toughness and stoicism 

and highlight individual athletes as exemplars of American character.   

Images and narratives that (re)present central ideals about success, 

consumption, gender, race, ethnicity, and nationality are carefully selected by the 

                                                
22 George H. Sage, Power and Ideology in American Sport: A Critical Perspective 2nd Ed. (Champaign, 
IL: Human Kinetics, 1998), 175. 
23George H. Sage, Power and Ideology in American Sport. 
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media in an effort to “sell” these ideas to the public. Messner, Dunbar, and Hunt 

reviewed televised sports programs in order to uncover the means by which boys’ 

bodies and minds are disciplined in ways that “construct a masculinity that is 

consistent with the entrenched interests of the sports/media/commercial complex.”24 

The “Televised Sports Manhood Formula” outlines the themes the media uses to 

teach young men (and women) how to excel in sports.25 In a time when the dominant 

masculinity is being destabilized by socioeconomic changes, by the women’s and gay 

liberation movements, the Televised Sports Manhood Formula re-stabilizes normative 

views of masculinity as being grounded by bravery, risk taking, violence, bodily 

strength, and heterosexuality. The Televised Sports Manhood formula answer the 

question of why athletes continuously submit their bodies to pain and injury, risking 

long-term injury in order to play. Thus, manhood requires risk-taking acts of bravery. 

The physical cost appears to be well worth it; men are willing to “pay the price” to 

get the glory, the championships, the title of “Real Man.”  

Sport is a place in which the discourse produced in and around it (re)produces 

dominant ideologies and identities. They act as the last space in which sex-

segregation is seen as necessary to promote fairness and equality. Athletes’ bodies 

become dramatic representations of ideological gendered performances in Western 

culture. Sports act as a space of identification, one in which membership is gained 

and lost through participation. Cultural ideologies of gender relations and proper 

                                                
24 Michael A. Messner, Michele Dunbar, and Darnell Hunt, “The Televised Sports Manhood Formula,” 
Journal of Sport & Social Issues 24 (2000): 380.  
25 Michael A. Messner, Michele Dunbar, and Darnell Hunt, “The Televised Sports Manhood Formula.”  
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performances of masculinity and femininity are represented as if they were natural in 

sports. Sport appears to represent “natural” gender order because the performances 

are seen as belonging to the physiological body, one that can be scientifically 

measured and classified. Due to the naturalization of gender in sports, few people 

critically think about the effects these gender ideologies have on individual athletes 

and their sporting performances.  

Mediated sports are problematic for several reasons, first, sports shows men 

how to be men by emphasizing violent masculinity. Sports celebrate the testing of 

bodily limits and encourage male athletes, more than women, to take risks and suffer 

ill health through sports participation. Second, female athletes are encouraged to 

perform traditional feminine characteristics. Successful female athletes face a 

performance paradox, they can either perform their femininity or they can perform 

like an athlete. Female athletes who excel (especially those who excel in “masculine” 

sports) are seen as challenging gender norms and are punished and excluded from 

competing.  Third, the media framing of athletes reinforces dominant images of 

gendered performances by glorifying men and punishing women. The media frames 

bodies in a way that locates gender and sex within the body and encourages gendered 

readings of the body.  

In this thesis, I will show how sports, specifically hyper-mediated sports such 

as professional football and the Modern Olympics, work to (re)produce dominant 

gender ideology. I will exam media texts using a critical cultural lens in an effort to 

show how the media frame athletes’ bodies in a way that highlights a dominant 
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masculinity and punishes the elite performances by female athletes. Sports are not 

biological expressions of the human body; they are social institutions that are 

constantly in flux. The shifting of power between groups of people causes differing 

definitions of masculinity and femininity constructed in an effort to maintain gender 

norms. These historically constructed definitions of gender identity are (re)produced 

and disseminated to the public through the media. Both male and female athletes find 

themselves having to regulate their bodily performances to fit these everchanging 

gender ideologies.  

Overview of Chapters 

Chapter 2 details the sports theory and literature guiding this thesis. The 

literature review focuses on the role of gender and the body in sports. Specifically, I 

trace how the body, gender, bodily performances (both masculine and feminine), and 

masculinity have been discussed in sports literature thus far. Sports celebrates the 

values, ideas, and beliefs that serves the interest of dominant social groups and serve 

to protect traditional notions of masculinity and femininity. These ideologies give a 

sense of what is “natural” and “moral” when it comes to preforming gender in 

everyday life. The discourse surrounding sport serves as the teacher (and preacher) of 

how to perform one’s gendered identity.  

Chapter 3 provides an overview of rhetorical analysis and the theory behind 

the method. This chapter highlights the purpose of rhetorical criticism and explains 

the role of culture and ideology to rhetorical critics. The chapter concludes with a 

brief description of critical analysis and close textual analysis. Critical analysis 
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evaluates popular discourses in an effort to better understand the dominant 

ideological structures that guide the discourse. The combination of methods allows 

me to focus on describing, evaluation, and understanding how the media frames the 

bodily performances in sport.  

Chapter 4 is a critical rhetorical analysis of mainstream newspaper coverage 

of individual athletes who sustained injuries while playing football. The analysis 

focuses specifically on how hegemonic masculinities are constructed through the 

discourse and what it communicates to the larger culture about masculine sporting 

performance. The media celebrate traditional notions of masculinity based on the 

ability to dominate others through the use of physical strength, power, and speed. The 

media glorifies overconforming athletes, highlighting who can hit the hardest and 

inflict the most pain. Athletes who overconform uncritically accept risky behavior in 

order to participate in sports. Thus, sporting masculinity is related to one’s ability to 

do violence; men who define masculinity in terms of physically dominating others 

often use violence in sports as an expression of the code of manhood. The physical 

cost appears to be well worth the long-term physical and mental effects. Close 

examination of how the media (re)presents injuries leads into a deeper discussion of 

how the body is viewed in society.  

 Chapter 5 also focuses on media constructions of gender; however, the focus 

shifts from constructions of masculinity to constructions of femininity. In this 

chapter, I utilize a critical lens to analyze the April 5, 2011, International Olympics 

Committee press release concerning the new gender testing policies. Special attention 
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is paid to how the text operates internally in order to show how the female body is 

positioned in the discourse. I contend the press release operates under the false 

dichotomy of male vs. female, causing tensions when one (the female) body does not 

fit the nominally distinct category. 

 Chapter 6 will draw conclusions on how the media constructs gender 

performances in relation to athletic bodies. I highlight some of the major problems 

found in the media and propose several solutions on how to make sports more 

inclusive. I call for a rhetoric of fairness and equality that not only refers to issues of 

race, class, and gender, but also of mind and body. An embodied rhetoric can help us 

“overcome” the dualistic notions we still hold of the body and takes into account the 

natural variations and experiences of the human body.   

Sport socially segregates and positions athletes as the “other” in order to 

define the standards of inclusion. It is important to note that being defined as “other” 

is not inherently negative; at times, the discourse positions the “other” as 

someone/something to aspire to become. The continued segregation provides support 

for the argument made by sports sociologist like Sue Curry Jansen and Donald Sabo 

and by communication scholars such as Michael Butterworth and Nick Trujillo that 

sport now serves as the primary site for the enactment of traditional gender roles.26  

                                                
26 Sue C. Jenson and Don Sabo, “The Sport/War Metaphor: Hegemonic Masculinity, the Persian Gulf 
War, and the New World Order,” Sociology of Sport Journal, 11 (1994): 1-17.; Michael L Butterworth, 
“Pitchers and Catchers: Mike Piazza and the Discourse of Gay Identity in the National Pastime,” 
Journal of Sport & Social Issues 30 (2006): 138-157.; Nick Trujillo, ‘‘Hegemonic Masculinity on the 
Mound: Media Representations of Nolan Ryan and American Sports Culture,” Critical Studies in Mass 
Communication, 8 (1991): 290-308.  
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Sport prizes masculinity and heterosexuality, as well as actively resists the 

inclusion of women. The enactment and preservation of these discourses exists in the 

media, sports organizations, and the people who participate in sport. The ideologies 

of sport are played out, enacted, and maintained as part of the everyday talk of its 

participants. The rhetorical aspects of public discourse enact otherness through the 

routine construction and exclusion of membership and identity. 

It is essential that we ask questions about whose ideas and beliefs about sports 

come to be accepted as the “correct” ideas and beliefs, who is included and excluded 

from the processes through which ideas and beliefs are promoted and legitimized, 

who is (dis)advantaged by decisions based on prevailing ideas and beliefs, and how 

decision-making processes can be revised so that decisions about sports are more 

representative of all people in society. Sport often uses a rhetoric of fairness, claiming 

that sport is a space of inclusion however, those who do not conform to the sports 

ethic are excluded from membership. The ideological underpinnings that drive 

sporting discourses subordinate non-dominant identities. Thus, the rhetoric of fairness 

becomes the rhetoric of the exclusion of some in order to protect the inclusion of 

others. In order to truly communicate via a rhetoric of fairness, sports must create a 

safe space for the enactment of multiple identities.   
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Chapter II 

Review of Literature 

In this chapter, I detail the sports theory and literature guiding this thesis. To 

begin, I provide a brief overview of sport, specifically power and performance sports. 

Second, I provide an overview of communication and sports and point out specific 

gaps in the literature. Third, I provide a definition and overview of sports related 

violence. Fourth, I trace the relationship between risk, pain, and injury and how they 

come together to form the culture of risk in sports. Fifth, the literature review then 

shifts foci to the role of gender and the body in sports. Specifically, I trace how sports 

and the body have been discussed in the literature. Next, I show how sporting 

discourses are used to (re)produce27 hegemonic gender ideologies. Lastly, I look at 

the differences in feminine and masculine performances and how they affect views of 

the athletic body. It is important that we look at sporting discourses because they are 

highly naturalized and rarely scrutinized. It is the purpose of this thesis to examine 

how sporting discourses are used to reflect larger cultural values.  

Sport  

Sports are “well established, officially governed competitive physical 

activities in which participants are motivated by internal and external rewards.”28 In 

this thesis, I look at hyper-organized, hyper-mediated sports, specifically the NFL and 

                                                
27 In the spirit of post-modern and critical scholarship I use the term (re)produce in an effort to show 
that sport and the media produce, reproduce, and re-prodcue cultural ideologies at the same time.  
28 Jay Coakley, Sports in Society: Issues and Controversies 10th ed., (New York, NY: McGraw-Hill, 
2008): 6.  
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the Modern Olympics. Sports today are more rule-governed than in the past. The 

increased emphasis on rule leads to stricter surveillance and more rigorous 

punishment for rule violators. Sports are organized along the lines of strength, power, 

and speed are designed to limit women’s athletic ability.29 I chose these two 

organizations because both are highly governed and regulated and follow the power 

and performance model of participation. Power and performance sports push human 

limits by using strength, speed, and power to achieve competitive success. According 

to Jay Coakley, power and performance sports are “built on the idea that excellence is 

proved through dedication, hard work, and a willingness to take risks.”30 It is obvious 

that the NFL follows this model of sport, they encourage athletes to build up their 

bodies and use them to physically dominate others. While it may not be as obvious, 

the Modern Olympics also follows the power and performance model of participation. 

The Olympics also encourage this mentality, the Olympic motto is Citius, Altius, 

Fortius (faster, higher, stronger). Athletes are encouraged to push bodily limits in 

order to win the gold. The strong patriarchal system associated with power and 

performance sports leads athletes to be willing to risk their physical well-being and 

play with pain.  

Sports such as the football exaggerate the use of power and aggression over 

performance. In the United States, sports that are considered “real” sports (football, 

basketball, hockey, and baseball) follow the power and performance model. These 

                                                
29 Shane Aaron Miller, “Making the Boys Cry: The Performative Dimensions of Fluid Gender,” Text 
and Performance Quarterly 30 (2010): 163-182. 
30 Jay Coakley, Sports in Society, 511.  
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sports center on the idea that bodies can be disciplined and modified to meet the 

standards set by the particular sport.31 Power and performance sports involve pushing 

the normative limits of the body in an effort to constantly better the self and dominate 

others. Thus, power and performance sports normalize violence by asking athletes to 

push themselves to the point that their bodies physically break down. They also work 

to preserve the gender order through their emphasis on strength, speed, and power as 

well as marginalize bodies with disabilities.  

Communication and Sport  

Robert Brown stated that sports are “potentially the most influential, yet 

understudied, source of messages in society.”32 Sports media offer a unique view of 

society because they function differently than other forms of news. When exposed to 

news media, people tend to evaluate the messages through a series of filters based on 

awareness of particular source-based biases. For example, audiences have been found 

to evaluate MSNBC as producing messages that have a liberal bias and Fox News as 

presenting a conservative message. However, these filters are often dropped when it 

comes to sports.33 People do not view sports through a critical lens because it is often 

strictly seen as entertainment. Another reason why sports discourses are so influential 

is that people will go out of their way, and are willing to pay large sums of money, in 

                                                
31 Messner, Michael, Taking the Field, Women, Men, and Sports (University of Minnesota Press: 
Minneapolis, 2002).  
32 Robert S. Brown, “Preface,” in Case Studies in Sport Communication, ed. by Robert S. Brown & 
Daniel J. O’Rourke III (Praeger Publishers: Westport, CT, 2003): vii.  
33 Barry Brummett, Sporting Rhetoric: Performance, Games, and Politics (New York, NY: Peter Lang 
Publishing, Inc., 2009). 
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order to be a part of it. Sports are collective events that increase group affiliation and 

identity.  

In terms of sports related scholarship, communication-based research has 

lagged far behind. Until recently, the study of sports was seen as a “frivolous” course 

of study that should be set aside in order to focus on more “important” scholarship. 

Nick Trujillo was notorious for justifying the study of sports by stating, “What’s more 

serious than sports? It’s a billion-dollar industry and an important purveyor of cultural 

values.”34 Recently, scholars like Nick Trujillo, Andrew Billings, Michael 

Butterworth, Jennifer Hargreaves and Larry Wenner have brought the study of 

communication and sports more recognition in the communication discipline. While 

there is still no Communication and Sports Division at NCA, there are a number of 

panels each year at regional conference dedicated to the study of communication and 

sport, as well as an independent organization (The International Association of 

Communication and Sports) and a corresponding journal that advocates for the study 

of the communicative aspects of sports.  

The majority of sports-related communication research has focused on myth 

and narrative constructions, media and culture, nationalization and globalization, and 

race and gender bias. Narrative and myth based scholarship looks at the rhetorical 

aspects of sports and how they contribute to identity and community formation.35 

Mythic and narrative evaluations of sports look at social issues such as racism, 

                                                
34 Nick Trujillo, “Introduction,” in Case Studies in Sport Communication, ed. by Robert S. Brown & 
Daniel J. O’Rourke III (Praeger Publishers: Westport, CT, 2003): xi-xv.  
35 Nick Trujillo, ‘‘Hegemonic Masculinity on the Mound: Media Representations of Nolan Ryan and 
American Sports Culture,’’ Critical Studies in Mass Communication 8 (1991): 290-308. 
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sexism, and drug abuse to discover how media framings of these events affect 

audiences’ perceptions.36 These studies show how the media and sports work together 

to preserve the masculine hegemony found in American culture.37 Mythic and 

narrative sports scholarship helps to uncover the identity and cultural aspects of 

sports.  

Communication research that looks at sports in the media and culture is 

similar to narrative and mythic evaluations of sports. Media and culture sports 

scholars view sports as a form of popular culture. They evaluate how the symbols and 

discursive elements of sports command attention and identification. Scholarship in 

this area focuses on how television shapes sports. Michael Real found that television 

transforms sports into mega-events through the recomposition of space, time, and 

discursive elements.38 Thus, sports become a cultural phenomenon because they are 

mediated.   

Nationalization and globalization studies of sports examine how sports are 

brought into the larger cultural space and shed light on how those spaces are 

constructed and operate. This scholarship focuses on how sport functions politically 

and ideologically. Lawrence Wenner states “the symbiotic relationship between 

politics and sports has yielded both recurring sports themes in politics and recurring 

                                                
36 O’Rouke, Daniel J. III, “The Talk of the Town: A Rhetorical Analysis of the Browns’ Departure 
form and Return to Cleveland,” in Case Studies in Sport Communication, ed. by Robert S. Brown & 
Daniel J. O’Rourke III (Praeger Publishers: Westport, CT, 2003). 
37 Nick Trujillo, ‘‘Hegemonic Masculinity on the Mound: Media Representations of Nolan Ryan and 
American Sports Culture.’’ 
38 Michael Real, “Reflections on Communication and Sport: On Spectacle and Mega-Events,” 
Communication & Sport 1 (2013): 30-42.  
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political themes in sports.”39 Sports involve decisions related to the control and 

sponsorship of events, eligibility and team selection, rules and rule changes, rule 

enforcement, the allocation of rewards and punishments, and, more importantly, to 

reaffirm our collective sense of “we-ness.” While most sports foster national identity, 

it is important to remember that there is a fine line between creating national unity 

and cultivating an attitude that either stereotypes or denigrates other identities.  

The most comprehensive body of research in sports communication 

scholarship examines communication dealing with race and gender biases. Race 

scholars examine how sports have become a way to enforce ideologies based on skin 

color and race. Communication scholars look at how the media frames white and 

black athletes and reinforces cultural stereotypes. Andrew Billings and college have 

found that when black athletes do perform well, white announcers quickly come up 

with a “biological” explanation for their skills whereas the success of white athletes is 

frequently attributed to their intelligence.40 These evaluations of how society viewed 

race in sports was beneficial in shifting cultural conception of sports, however it also 

reinforced cultural ideologies that denied certain groups opportunities, gave rise to 

fears and prejudices, and defined individuals as “others.”   

Closely related to race and communication research is the study of gender in 

sports. Several studies have found marked differences in the ways that sports 

                                                
39 Lawrence Wenner, Media, Sports, & Society (Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1989): 160.  
40 Andrew C. Billings, “Depicting the Quarterback in Black and White: A Content Analysis of College 
and Professional Football Broadcast Commentary,” Howard Journal of Communications 15 (2004): 
201-210.; Tyler Gross and Andrew C. Billings, “A Content Analysis of Racial Representations of 
NBA Athletes on Sports Illustrated Magazine Covers, 1970-2003,” in Examining Identity in Sports 
Media ed. Heather Hundley & Andrew C. Billings (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 2010): 173-194.     
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commentators characterize male and female athletes. Andrew Billings found that 

while coverage of female athletes has increased in the past several years, they sill 

receive less than 10% of media sports coverage.41 Media studies have found that the 

media often sexualizes women. On magazine covers and in product advertisements 

female athletes are often scantily clad and posed in sexually suggestive positions.42 

When not being portrayed as a sex object, females are often relegated to the margins 

of sports coverage.43 Female athletes are posed on the edges of photographs with a 

male in the center. In addition, most of the coverage of female athletics is found in 

female specific sources like SI for Women and ESPNW. These sources work to 

marginalize women’s sports because they are not as visible and produced less 

frequently than their “father” media outlets. This also leads to the marking of the 

female athlete. Coverage of female athletes is relegated to alternative magazines, 

publications that are specifically female whereas male athletes’ achievements are 

covered in magazines that are not marked by gender which places them at the center 

of people’s attention and position them as the norm.   

Society still struggles over the meaning, purpose, and organization of sports. 

Sports are still organized around various forms of exclusions and segregation based 

on race, ethnicity, gender, age, and ability. Robert Prisuta argued that “televised 

sports play an active and significant role” in shaping overall values and beliefs in a 

                                                
41 Andrew C. Billings, “In Search of Women Athletes: ESPN’s List of the Top 100 Athletes of the 
Century,” Journal of Sport and Social Issues 24 (2000): 415-421.  
42 Brian Ott and Robert Mack, Critical Media Studies: An Introduction (West Sussex, UK: Blackwell, 
2010).  
43 Leslie R. Brody, “Gender Differences in Emotional Development: A Review of Theories and 
Research,” Journal of Personality 53 (1985): 102-149.  
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particular society.44 While communication and sports scholars have done a thorough 

job describing and evaluating the language used by sports and the media, they do not 

look at the implications of the langue used to communicate about sports. There is a 

need to evaluate how the media and culture, myth and narrative, nationalization, and 

race and gender biases work together to form a sporting ideology that teaches 

individuals how to view their bodies. Therefore, it is the goal of this thesis to do just 

that. By examining mediated discourses about the NFL and the Olympic, I will show 

how cultural ideologies shape how we view the body and how these ideologies are 

used to regulate and discipline athletic bodies.   

Sports Related Violence 

 Violence in sports is difficult to define and few scholars have attempted to do 

so. The World Health Organization defines violence as “the intentional use of 

physical force and power, threatened or actual against oneself, another person, or 

against a groups or community, that either results in or has a high likelihood of 

resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment, or deprivation.”45 

Sociologist and criminologist have done the most scholarly work on sports and 

violence. Jay Coakley and Peter Donnelly define violence as, “the use of force, which 

causes or has the potential to cause harm or destruction.”46 Criminologist and sports 

violence scholar Kevin Young states that sports related violence and aggression 
                                                
44 Robert H. Prisuta, “Televised Sports and Political Values,” Journal of Communication 29 (1979): 
101.  
45 World Health Organization, “Definition and Typology of Violence,” 
http://www.who.int/violenceprevention/approach/definition/ed/ (2012).  
46 Jay Coakley and Peter Donnelly, Sports in Society: Issues and Controversies (Toronto: McGraw –
Hill, 2009): 187-188.  
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consists of immediate acts of physical violence performed in the contexts of sports 

that are within or outside the rules of the sport that result in or have the potential to 

result in injures against people, animals, or property.47 These three definitions have 

two common elements 1) the use of the physical force and 2) actual or potential 

harm/injury to the self or others.  

Criminologists have long study the use of the body to perform acts of 

violence. They have broken sport related violence into four types: brutal body 

contact, borderline violence, quasi-criminal violence, and criminal violence.48 Brutal 

body contact is the most common form of sports related violence. It occurs in most 

contact sports, both within and outside of the official rules of the game. Brutal body 

contact occurs in the form of tackles, blocks, body check, and collisions. Borderline 

violence is prohibited by the official rules, but is more or less accepted as part of the 

game. For example, borderline violence occurs in football when a football defender 

horse collars a running back, a basketball player throws an elbow, or a baseball player 

throws an inside pitch. The third type of violence, quasi-criminal violence, directly 

violates the formal and informal rules of the game. Acts of quasi-criminal violence 

usually results in serious injury and are referred to as “cheep shots” by fans and the 

media. Athletes who engage in this type violence often receive stiff penalties such as 

technical fouls, red cards, and fines. Criminal violence is obviously outside the rules 

and not accepted as part of the structure of sports. Players who engage in criminal 

violence are often ostracized and even banned from participation. Athletes like Tanya 
                                                
47 Kevin Young, Sport, Violence and Society (New York: Routledge, 2012).  
48 Michael Smith, Violence and Sport (Toronto: Butterworths, 1983). 
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Harding and Mike Tyson are good examples of athletes who engaged in acts of 

criminal violence. These four types of violence explain the first part of the definition 

(the use of physical force), but do little to explain social and interpersonal aspects of 

sports related violence.  

In response to the lack of a humanitarian breakdown of violence in sports, 

Michael Kaufman describes what he calls the “Triad of Violence.”49 The triad of 

violence looks at how the normalization of violence in sports has lead athletes 

(specifically male athletes) to engage in acts of violence against women, against other 

men, and against the self. Violence against women is the most studied third of the 

triad of violence. This research focuses primarily on physical violence such as the 

physical abuse and rape of women by male athletes.50 A few studies look at how the 

emphasis on maintaining masculinity in sports has lead to the use of trash talking and 

derogatory language in reference to women.51 The emphasis on masculinity and 

sexual prowess has also been connected with women being treated as a conquest, a 

trophy of masculinity. There is a decisive gap in the literature looking at women who 

are socially excluded because of their athletic success, how their bodies are regulated, 

or the rules that lead women to do violence against their own bodies in order to 

conform to the sporting norm.  

                                                
49 Michael Kaufman, “The Construction of Masculinity and the Triad of Men’s Violence,” in Beyond 
Patriarchy: Essays by Men and Pleasure, Power, and Change ed. Michael Kaufman (Toronto: Oxford 
University Press, 1987): 1-29.  
50 Michael A. Messner, Taking the Field, Women, Men, and Sports.   
51 Tori Bruce, “Reflections on Communication and Sport: On Women and Femininities,” 
Communication & Sport 1 (2013): 125-137.   
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The second feature of the triad focuses on violence against other men. 

Research has found that one of the ways sports violence is normalized is through 

coaches encouraging players to cause bodily harm.52 Recently the New Orleans Saints 

were fined and several coaches suspended for a bounty system they were running in 

which some of the coaches were paying players to intentionally cause serious injury 

to players on the opposing team.53 The utilization of violence encourages players to 

engage in unnecessary bodily aggression towards opponents. Coaches and athletes 

often frame the opposite team as the “enemy,” discursively constructing them as 

something that must be conquered or vanquished. Thus, the opponent becomes 

dehumanized and objectified. Performing acts of violence against other men becomes 

a way for (male) athletes to assert their dominance and gain respect from fellow men. 

The valorization of violence leads it to become the accepted norm in sports.  

The final part of the triad explains what motivates athletes to engage in 

violence against the self. One of the main motivational factors is that athletes are 

rewarded for reckless abandon.54 Athletes are rewarded for embodying and displaying 

toughness both monetarily (like the Saints’ players in the bounty system) and socially 

(continued group membership and higher social status). The increased level of social 

identification associated with acts of violence contributes to a willingness to continue 

to play despite the long-term health effects. Players also see themselves as being 

                                                
52 John Todd Llewellyn, “Coachtalk: Good Reasons for Winning and Losing,” in Case Studies in Sport 
Communication, ed. by Robert S. Brown & Daniel J. O’Rourke III (Praeger Publishers: Westport, CT, 
2003): 141-157.    
53 Jarrett Bell, “Saints Defiant in Return to Action After Scandal,” USA Today July 2012, 1C.  
54 Michael Kaufman, “The Construction of Masculinity and the Triad of Men’s Violence.” 
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invulnerable; when you see yourself as being invulnerable the potential for injury is 

not an issue. This view of invincibility also leads athletes to view themselves in 

disembodied terms. The body becomes something to be built, a machine or a tool, 

something that can be tuned and manipulated to get the job done. Those men who do 

refuse to play hurt are often ostracized and have their masculinity challenged. 

Michael Messner found that “bodily risk and endurance of pain serve as masculine 

performances that bring acceptance and respect among one’s peers.”55 Thus, the best 

way to “perform” masculinity is through violence. There is a decisive lack of research 

examining the role the media plays in the institutionalization and normalization of 

violence against and to men’s bodies in sports.  

While these definitions seem comprehensive, they do not take into account the 

natural functions of the body, the long-term detrimental health effects of over 

training, the socio-cultural aspect of violence, or its mediated effect. The body 

follows a curvilinear path; there is the unfit body, the fit body, and the over-fit body. 

Bodies at either end of the spectrum are not “healthy” bodies. Unfit and over-fit 

bodies are not able to function within the natural limits of the body. Doing violence 

(in sports) is a way to prove one’s masculinity. Jennifer Hargreaves calls for a new 

definition of violence that incorporates the “excesses and corruptions endemic to 

modern sport.”  

Violent ‘masculine-style’ competitive sport has impelled men and, ironically, 
women as well, to abuse and inure the body by, for example, over-training, 
attempting high-risk skills and endangering life by drug misuse and diet 
manipulation, and ritualized brutality is built into the rules and structures of 

                                                
55 Messner, Michael, Taking the Field, Women, Men, and Sports, 59.  
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such games as American football and ice-hockey. Even the effects of less 
overt forms of violence may be much more horrible than the results of 
primitive hacking-for example, young boys have died after playing well-
ordered games of rugby and young girls have suffered paralysis after 
gymnastic training. The term ‘battered child athletes’ is used in America to 
describe the increasing numbers of children who are psychologically damaged 
or physically injured by the extreme pressure put on them to become sports 
superstars by parents, teachers, and coaches. The high number of deaths, 
serious accidents, and crippling injuries form sport is generally unknown.56 
  

Therefore, I propose a definition of violence that takes into account athletes doing 

things (like over-training and steroids) that are “unnatural” to their bodies in an effort 

to achieve the “ideal” sporting body. Sports related violence includes the use of 

physical force that has the potential to cause pain or injury to the self through over-

training and the widespread acceptance of risk and to self and to others through 

physical violence and exclusions in an effort to conform to the sport ethic. Violence 

in sports is used to regulate and discipline the bodies of athletes in an effort to 

reinforce cultural norms associated with masculinity and femininity.  Recently, 

scholars and sports personnel have sought to decrease the use of violence in sport. 

Rule changes and fines to decrease player violence both on an off the field however, 

the numbers associated with injures has not decreased. The acceptance of violence is 

pervasive in the culture of sport; by better understanding this culture we can more 

effectively address these issues of violence in sports. Violence is ingrained in the 

mindsets of the individuals who participate in sport, by evaluating the communicating 

surrounding violence in sports, scholars will help change the way violence is viewed 

in sports.  
                                                
56 Jennifer Hargreaves, Heroines of Sport: The Politics of Difference and Identity, (London: Routledge, 
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Risk, Pain, and Injury  

When asked about learning to perform acts of violence athletes often state that 

it is something they just have to learn.57 Performing brutal acts of violence is not 

something that is natural, it is something that athletes learn and eventually become 

accustomed to. Athletes are socialized into what Howard Nixon called the “Culture of 

Risk.”58 The Culture of Risk is pervasive in sports; it is found in the organizational, 

interpersonal, and mediated discourse both in and around sports. The culture of risk 

works to normalize the acceptance of violence in sports and it helps influence athletes 

to play hurt.   

The culture of risk is formed by the widespread acceptance of violence 

associated with the sports ethic. An ethic is “an interrelated set of norms or standards 

that are used to guide and evaluate ideas, traits, and actions in a social world.”59 

Robert Hughes and Jay Coakley found that the sports ethic is composed of four 

norms: dedication to the game, striving for excellence, acceptance of risk, and 

accepting no obstacles.60 The first norm is dedication to the game, which teaches 

athletes to make sacrifices in order to stay in the game. The second norm, striving for 

distinction, shows that winning is the best way to “prove” you are better than 

everyone else. In team sport, athletes must also fight to maintain their starting 

position. The third norm, acceptance of risk and playing through pain teaches athletes 
                                                
57 Messner, Michael A., Power at Play: Sports and the Problem of Masculinity (Boston, MA: Beacon 
Press, 1992). 
58 Howard L. Nixon II, “A Social Network Analysis of Influences on Athletes to Play with Pain and 
Injuries,” Journal of Sport & Social Issues 16 (1992): 127-135. 
59 Jay Coakley, Sports in Society, 163.  
60 Robert Hughes and Jay Coakley, “Positive Deviance Among Athletes: The Implications of 
Overconformity to the Sport Ethic,” Sociology of Sports Journal 8 (1991): 307-325. 
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that endurance of pain and injury is something to be valued. The final frame is the 

acceptance of no obstacles. This norm communicates that every challenge is 

something that can be defeated and that athletes possess the ability to overcome them. 

The sports ethic teaches athletes what actions are expected of them to maintain 

membership within the culture.  

Athletes are socialized into the sports ethic and learn a series of interpretive 

frames that help them gauge commitment to the group. These norms are shared 

expectations that people use to determine what is acceptable and unacceptable in a 

particular socio-cultural group. Athletes who strive for distinction, accept no limits, 

make sacrifices for the team, and play through the pain are seen as conforming to the 

cultural (sports ethic) norms of sports. Dedication to the sports ethic is so central to 

sports that most athletes can be defined as deviant in their commitment to these 

norms. Deviance, according to Jay Coakley, “occurs when a person’s ideals, traits, or 

actions are perceived by others to fall outside their normal range of acceptance in a 

society.”61 Thus, athletes who uncritically accept or reject norms, regardless of the 

consequences, can be considered deviant. Athletes who willingly play with pain and 

injury and disregard the long-term health effects technically are deviant in their 

behavior.  

There are two forms of athletic deviance. Deviant athletic behavior involves 

both over and under conformity to norms. When we think about deviance in sports 

we generally think of deviant underconformity. Deviant underconformity involves the 
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rejection of norms or ignorance of their existence.62 Athletes who reject the sports 

ethic are seen as “bad apples.” The bad apple approach is commonly used in Western 

culture that focus on punishing individuals versus looking critically at the overall 

system.63 There is a tendency in sport to protect the team in an effort to avoid them 

being labeled a “rotten barrel.” This is a strategic move by those in power to help 

“contain” individual offenders by showing that they d are the (deviant) exception, not 

the norm. Athletes who do not conform to the sports ethic are “made examples of” 

and fined or even banned from participation. A good example of the rotten apple 

apporach is Michael Vick who was banned from the NFL after being convicted of 

running a dog-fighting ring and Alan Iverson who was criticized by the media for 

missing practice. Deviant underconforming athletes are scapegoated in order to purify 

sports and re-confirm the sports ethic.       

Overconformity involves the hyper-commitment to ideas, traits, and actions 

that indicate an uncritical acceptance of norms and a failure to limit the following of 

them.64 Deviant overconforming athletes do violence to their own bodies in and effort 

to conform to the sports ethic. These athletes engage in risky behaviors such as self-

injurious over-training, extreme weight control strategies, taking performance 

enhancing drugs, and playing with injures such as broken bones and torn ligaments 

without taking the long-term health effects into account. Thomas Hargrove found that 

28% of “obese” NFL players died before the age of 50 and that 1 in 69 born before 
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1955 died before 2006 (22% from heart-related issues and 19% from 

homicides/suicides).65 The emphasis on winning at all cost and sacrificing the self for 

the team causes both male and female athletes to take risks that could be detrimental 

to their health. Overconformity can lead to overtraining in athletes, which increases 

their risk for injury. Also, overtraining can lead to a hyper-muscular body that cannot 

be supported by the human frame. Overconformity reaffirms cultural values related to 

hard work, completion, achievements, and manliness. Overconformity can lead to the 

blind acceptance of norms and a willingness to surpass normal limits to follow them. 

This dedication and commitment leads to the formation of an ideological system. 

Overconformity to norms causes athletes to self-regulate and self-discipline their 

bodies in an effort to conform to sporting norms and maintain membership in the 

culture.   

Sports and the Body  

When we look at athletes the first thing we see are bodies. Athletic bodies are 

commodified to portray physical health, heterosexual desirability, and success. These 

bodies are usually toned, in control, and active. Thus, scholars across disciplines have 

taken interest in how bodies perform and what those performances communicate. 

Sex-segregated sports help maintain the masculine and feminine communicative 

cultures that children are socialized into. 
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 Athletes view their bodies as tools, something separate from themselves. 

Williams found that:  

Athletes often talk about their bodies as being distanced from themselves. 
Indeed, even healthy athletes deal with their bodies as a sensitive piece of 
equipment over which they do not have total control and are always conscious 
of the threat of injury.66  
 

When discussing pain and injury, athletes often emphasize that it is in the body and 

not in the self. The separation of mind and body is a result of the social aspect of 

sports. Men who define masculinity in terms of physically dominating others often 

use violence in sports as an expression of the code of manhood.67 Sport 

communicates a “language of violence” in which winning at all costs is accepted and 

expected. Violence in sport is seen, adopted, and familiarized in sporting metaphors 

and intertextual discourses that demonstrate the significance of sport in society and its 

links to competition and war.  

Men often use this “language of violence” when discussing sports. This 

language is used to institutionalize and teach violence. If we want to understand 

violence in sports, we must first understand gender ideologies, specifically 

masculinity, in Western culture. Messner states, “males often view aggression, within 

the rule-bound structure of sports, as legitimate and ‘natural.”68 Violence becomes a 

way to avoid social labels such as “pussy,” “girl,” “fag,” “wimp,” and “sissy.” 

Manliness is often evaluated in terms of one’s ability to do violence in physical 
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activity. While female athletes do engage in violence in sports, they do not typically 

frame it as being connected to their identity as a woman whereas male athletes 

frequently associate the ability to perform violence with the ability to perform 

masculinity. Violence in sports is only associated with masculinity, not femininity.   

Until recently, most people viewed bodies as fixed facts of nature, as 

biological matter. Medical historians explain that the body and its parts have been 

identified and defined differently through history and from one culture to another.69 

When positioned in the traditional binary framework, the athletic body is the 

embodiment of dominant hegemonic masculinities, it posses girth, breath, and muscle 

tones associated with the masculine body.70 Cultural definitions of the body have 

changed so that today we see a person’s ability to ignore pain, especially in sports, as 

an indicator of strong moral character, and we see a muscular body as proof of self-

control and discipline rather than immorality and criminal tendencies.71 The sporting 

body has come to reinforce traditional notions of masculinity in sports. The “ideal” 

sporting body does not only include physiological characteristics, but also takes into 

account gender and sex differences.   

Hegemonic Masculinity 

 Masculinity is not a stable construct; it varies across history, socioeconomics, 

and race. Hegemony is a description of how the “bourgeois domination of the 

                                                
69 Anne Fausto-Sterling, Sexing The Body: Gender Politics and the Construction of Sexuality (New 
York: Basic Books, 2000).   
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thought, the common sense, and the life-ways, and the everyday assumptions of the 

working class”72 inform (and control) dominant society. Masculinity is something 

that is performed actively by individuals in sporting contexts. The modern culture of 

team sports “emphasizes aggression, competition, physical strength, and stoicism, 

qualities that are similar to the types of masculine norms that are most admired in 

U.S. society.”73 These norms are used to evaluate the performances of self and others 

in society.   

Hegemonic masculinity represents the notion that there are competing 

masculine ideologies. According to Michael Messner, “The broad range of actual 

masculinities is subordinated in public discourse and institutional expectation to a 

single dominant or hegemonic masculinity, which is highly competitive, 

technological, and homophobic.”74 Hegemonic masculinity is the configuration of 

multiple performances of masculinity.  Masculine hegemony is particularly salient in 

combat sports in which high levels of aggression, violence and injure exist not as 

accidents, but intentional acts of domination.75 The dominant masculine ideology 

draws strong, but narrow, lines around what is considered acceptable behavior. Richar 

De Visser, Jonathan Smith, and Elizabeth McDonnell found that masculinity is often 

defined by the lack of concern with one’s appearance, heterosexuality and sexual 
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prowess, and the belief that physicality and aggression are inherently masculine.76 

Michael Butterworth found that hegemonic masculinity is, “a contest of social 

ascendancy through organizational and cultural process, hegemonic masculine 

culturally produces a dominant form of masculinity that is embodied by rugged, 

heterosexual figures, such as John Wayne.”77 NFL players show their masculinity by 

demonstrating that the male body is the most powerful when it is performing acts of 

violence. Masculinity is often evaluated based on physical bodily performances. In 

other words, doing masculine things is more important than looking masculine.  

Social norms are rules and regulation that guide the actions of a social group.  

Masculine norms are used to guide and constrain masculine behavior. Social norms 

can be described in two ways, how they are evaluated or how they are applied. Norms 

are evaluated using descriptive (what is typically done), injunctive (what is approved 

or disapproved of), cohesive (done by popular people), and personal standards.78 

Norms are enforced through personal perceptions and media (re)presentations. The 

media communicates what is considered “normal” as well as what happens to those 

who are “abnormal.” Individuals process these messages and apply them to their 

everyday lives. For example, the media represents images of Tim Tebow crying as 

ridiculous and unmasculine, communicating to the audience that this is not 
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appropriate (normal) behavior for a male athlete. Norms are applied using 

cultural/societal and situational norms.79 Cultural/societal norms apply across 

different situations (e.g. men should be in control of their emotions) whereas 

situational norms refer to norms that apply to specific contexts (e.g. it is ok to cry 

after losing a big game).    

Violence is done to the body, by the body, making the athletic body symbolic 

space. When positioned in the traditional binary framework, the athletic body is the 

embodiment of the ideal masculinity.80 Sports represent the traditional masculine 

traits of autonomy, self-reliance, and achievements. Sports also embody masculine 

values such as violence, aggression, and toughness.81 Actions that would be 

considered assault and battery in other areas of society are often expected in sports. 

American cultural norms dictate that the female body is inherently more fragile and 

delicate than the male counterpart. People often voice their concerns about girls 

getting hurt by stronger, more powerful boys. The paradox compels female athletes to 

toe the line between being read as too masculine and too fragile to compete.  

The “values of manliness” are deeply embedded in society. Masculine cultural 

norms are reflected in banter, jokes, idioms and insults.82 Despite the many talented 

female athletes, a term like “You play/throw/ kick like a girl” remains an insult. Men 

have differentiated themselves from women in sports in order to “prove” their 
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masculinity.83 Thus, public devaluing of females and feminine traits become an 

integral part of the development of a culturally accepted “male” gendered 

performance. Males use sport as a way to determine their rank and status within a 

group. Competition among males is used to achieve success and power, it is an 

opportunity to improve oneself.84 Men are taught that status is gained through 

physical strength, sexual aggression, athletic skill, and intellectual achievements. 

Thus, gender performances are evaluated based on bodily performances. However, 

the gender dynamics associated with the body are reinforced by male bodies and are 

challenged by female bodies and alternative masculinities.  

Gender in Sport   

As Judith Butler writes, “Women’s sports in particular has shown us in the 

last few decades just how radically gender norms can be altered through a spectacular 

public restaging.”85 In spite of the increased changes in male-female relationships 

over the past 50 years, sports still remains largely gendered. Sex-role stereotypes 

demonstrate that little has changed in the public’s perception of what constitutes 

masculine and feminine traits. Sports reward behaviors like aggression, competition 

and violence. These traditional masculine behaviors are performed within a system of 

checks and balance that control how they are expressed and who can express them.  
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Cheryl Cole argues that sport provides the illusionary arena whereby culture 

watches supposedly prediscursive, natural bodies compete free from social, cultural, 

and political pressure.86 Sports and physical activities are viewed as leisure activities, 

not as political socializing organizations. Sports provide a space that presents itself as 

devoid of cultural trappings and offers a level playing field.  

Michael Messner points out that the ultimate expression of equal opportunity 

is the corresponding belief that inequality is a part of the natural order.87 For example, 

wrestlers are divided into weight classes to ensure that those who weigh less have the 

same chance to win as those who weigh more. Thus, equal opportunity to win is 

achieved by marking certain bodies as being equal and unequal to others. The cultural 

forms of sports bear a significant resemblance to segregation and inequality in other 

realms of society. If, as Butler argues in her book Gender Trouble, gender is the 

“discursive/cultural means by which ‘sexed nature’ or a ‘natural sex’ is produced and 

established as ‘prediscursive,’ prior to culture,”88 then it stands to reason that female 

athletes challenge traditional conceptions of a sexed nature. By resembling the male 

body and performing in a similar fashion to males, female athletes challenge the 

notion that the female body is less able than the male body.  Simply stated, female 

athletes challenge the notion that males are more physically able by performing well 

in sports.  
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Lois Bryson suggests the “negative evaluations of women’s capacities are 

implicit in the masculine hegemony in which sport is embedded.” 89 Science places 

gender in the body. Science works logically within the dominant ideological order 

that views one as either male or female and that there are particular signifiers that are 

either male or female. Scientific logic secures bigenderism. Patriarchal ideologies 

divide the sexes along the lines of biology, nature, and divine essence. The patriarchy 

operates as a space of activity outside social and physical skill capacities.90 Simply 

put, ideological images of gender are (re)presented as if they are natural.  

 The “muscle gap,” is closing considerably because of the increased access to 

coaching and training facilities that athlete now have. Sports are now the primary 

institutional means for challenging male superiority. Women not only have increased 

access to sport, but through better training, they are starting to close the “muscle 

gap,” causing women to become a threat to dominant masculine ideology.91 Men face 

a “crisis of masculinity” in which they must find a new way to “legitimize” their 

superiority. Michael Kimmel argued that it is not just men that exert power over 

women, but the historically derived definitions of masculinity and femininity that 

reproduce this power.92 Notions of masculinity and femininity are deeply imbedded in 

our cultural history. Traits such as emotional control and stoicism have historically 
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been associated with masculinity since the founding of the United States.93 

Historically, women were seen as caregivers and homemakers. These definitions of 

masculinity and femininity have been (re)produced so many times in society that they 

appear to be “natural” constructions of gender.  Some men use sports as an arena in 

which to create and reinforce an ideology of male superiority. “By excluding women 

from this arena and by making athleticism virtually synonymous with masculinity, 

sports provides opportunities for men to assert their dominance at a time when male 

hegemony is continually challenged and opposed in everyday life.”94 Hegemonic 

masculine norms encourage the exclusion of women who challenge their dominance. 

When women gained entry into sports, it was regarded as an intrusion into the 

masculine sphere. Athletic women threaten and alternative masculinities threaten the 

dominant masculine ideology.  

Performing Femininity 

Sex and gender are evaluated through bodily performances. Female athletes 

who participate in sports that require aggression, competitiveness and controlled 

violence are subject to conflicting views of what is considered socially acceptable 

behavior for athletes and women.95 Athletes participate in two performances: the 

performance of their athletic skills and the performance of their gender. The critical 

question to ask is: how are overconforming and underconforming athletes’ 
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performances mediated? It is critical to evaluate mediated athletic performances 

because they show how gender norms such as strength, aggressiveness, and toughness 

are (re)enforced and challenged. The media typically highlights athletes who 

overconform while ostracizing and othering athletes who do not conform.  

The fixity of gender stereotypes is apparent when women attempt to cross 

boundary lines and compete with or against men. The few women who have crossed 

over have been subject to social ridicule and, often times, violence.96 For example, 

the female placekicker form University of Colorado was the victim of constant hazing 

and was eventually gang raped by her teammates. Most recently, the International 

Olympics Committee has taken step to ensure that female athletes who are “overly 

masculine” (athletes who posses masculine qualities) do not compete at all. When 

females enter the typical male sports sphere, they deeply disrupt and challenge the 

cultural norm that males are different from females, that males are 

better/stronger/faster than females.  

Proper gender performances are interpreted based on bodily performances. 

Thus, the body of the female athlete comes to be marked in a way that reinforces 

gender binaries and traditional heterosexual femininity. Media studies show that 

sports reporters emphasize women’s physical appearance and personality over 

athletic performance.97 For example, we are constantly reminded of how beautiful 
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Hope Solo is instead of learning about her skills as one of the top goalies in the 

league. According to the binary model of gender, if women are going to be successful 

in sports they must either act like boys or boys must not perform like real boys. To be 

physically bested by the “weaker” sex is a powerful challenge to the masculine sex 

identity.  

Females who cross gender-competitive barriers face one of the most 

perplexing paradoxes in sports. If the female loses, she is admired for challenging 

someone “superior” to her.98 However, if she performs well (wins or challenges the 

man) her victory often has a blemish to it. For example, Billy Jean King faced 

rampant media speculation about her “true” gender and sexual identity after she beat 

Bobby Riggs in the “Battle of the Sexes.” King’s victory was clouded with excuses, 

she was younger than Riggs, she hit short balls that Riggs was unable to hit, Riggs 

was not used to playing in the humidity, etc.99 Women who succeed against men are 

seen as being overly aggressive and competitive; they often are labeled “bitch” and 

“ballbreaker.”100 The men who are defeated by women are labeled as being “pussy-

whipped” and emasculated.  

                                                                                                                                      
201; Billings, Andrew C. “Dueling Genders: Announcer Bias in the 1999 U.S. Open Tennis 
Tournament,” in Case Studies in Sport Communication, ed. by Robert S. Brown and Daniel J. 
O’Rourke III, (Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 2003), 201-210.; C.A. Tuggle,  “Differences in 
Television Sports Reporting of Men’s and Women’s Athletics: ESPN SportCenter and CNN Sports 
Tonight,” Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media 41 (1997): 14-24.; Mary Jo Kane, “The Post-
Title IX Female Athlete in the Media: Things are Changing, But How Much?,” Journal of Physical 
Education, Recreation, and Dance 60 (1989): 58-62.   
98 Elena Bertozzi, Elena, “You Play Like a Girl!” 
99 Jim Buzinski, "King a True Pioneer, HBO Hits an Ace with Tennis Documentary". OutSports.com 
100 Jennifer Hargreaves, Heroines of Sport: The Politics of Difference and Identity. 



Texas Tech University, Amanda Jean Schwertner, August 2013 
 
 

 48 

Women who compete against men (or participate in male dominated sports) 

face a catch-22 of sorts. They, like male athletes, want to win, but face the social risk 

of being de-feminized that is often associated with defying gender norms.101 To 

compensate, female athletes overemphasize their femininity with the type of clothing 

they wear on the playing field (pink running suit and long nails) and highlight their 

off-court behaviors, such as their dedication to being a good wife and mother. They 

key word here is “overemphasize.” Female athletes will go out of their way to 

“prove” their femininity. Some even wear articles of clothing that could potentially 

interfere with their sporting performances, like female swimmers who wear earrings 

and female track runners who wear their wedding bands. This is not typical for male 

athletes. Male athletes are framed more as “coaches” to their sons than as fathers.102 It 

is seen as their job to initiate the next generation of men into sports.  

The performative enactment of feminine athletic ability challenges “natural” 

masculine ability. Butler noted: “Through performativity, dominant and nondominant 

gender norms are equalized.”103 In this binary system, the female body is under 

constant suspicion. Michael Messner argues that the female athlete has, at their worst, 

been seen as an oxymoron and, at their best, seen as a reflection of the male athlete. 

 There are few other contexts in which so much effort is put into affirming that 

each body fits neatly into male or female categories than sports. There is a tension 

between accurately trying to describe a gender system of norms while at the same 
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time being aware that “the frameworks we commit ourselves to because they describe 

patriarchal domination may well recommit us to seeing that very domination as 

inevitable or as primary.”104   

Performing Masculinity 

In the binary gender model, masculine and feminine are seen as being polar 

opposites. Therefore, while women are socially conditioned to be nurturing, friendly 

and passive, males are conditioned to be assertive, aggressive, and dominant. 

Violence in sports has become glorified and athletes who use violence that involves 

overconformity to the sports ethic become legends both on and off the field. 

Nicknames like “the enforcer” and “the beast” are used to describe athletes who 

engage in acts of valorized violence. Violence reinforces feelings of self-worth by 

inviting affirmation from other athletes and is why athletes who do not play in pain 

are defined as failures.105 This notion reinforces the culture of risk by communicating 

that violence is a way to increase group identification and belonging. The media 

emphasized violent rhetorics that present images of revenge, retaliation, hate, 

hostility, intimidation, aggression, violence, domination, and destruction in an effort 

to encourage conformity to sporting norms. These mediated images communicate that 

violence is something to strive for in sports, causing athletes to accept violence as a 

way to succeed in sports.  
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Sport involves an uncritical acceptance of norms by athletes, coaches, and 

spectators. Athletes who are sick and miss practice often are seen as lazy, and 

undedicated, however, it is perfectly acceptable to take a “sick day” from most other 

workplaces. Athletes who do miss practices and games, like Alan Iverson, often find 

themselves in the middle of a media scandal and have their dedication to the sport 

challenged. In addition, acts that would be considered assault and battery off the field 

are frequently expected, even encouraged, in sports. Athletes often go overboard in 

their dedication to sports and are willing to pay the price and play with the pain in 

order to live their “dreams.”106 Overconformity to norms is widely accepted in sports, 

even if it jeopardizes the health and wellbeing of the athlete.  

 Society’s dedication to the sports ethic encourages athletes to dedicate 

themselves to “the game” above all other things. Athletes accept risks and play 

through pain. The sport ethic is particularly powerful in team sports in which 

individual athletes are part of a collective and rely not only on their own ability, but 

the ability of the team. The dedication to others helps to form a collective culture in 

which athletes bond together in an effort to advance the goals of the team. Howard 

Nixon discusses the “Culture of Risk” in which players are willing to compete in pain 

while subjecting their bodies to danger on the field.107 This acceptance of pain is the 

mark of a “true” athlete. Overconformity is expected in sports, and is how athletes 

claim and reaffirm their identity as well as strive for distinction.  
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The media glorifies overconforming athletes, highlighting who can hit the 

hardest and inflict the most pain. Cultural and social organization ground 

overconformity in sports. These norms intertwine with processes and identify 

development and group dynamic. Coaches and administrators who benefit when 

athletes uncritically accept the norms of the sport ethic nurture the acceptance of risk 

and injury in sport.108 Controlling overconformity deviance is difficult because those 

in power directly benefit from athletes’ deep commitments to sports. Thus, 

overconformity goes unpunished, even though it often consists of dangerous actions 

that have the potential to cause life-long health effects such as arthritis and 

dementia.109  

Violent masculinity comes with a price. In contact sports, men must accept 

violence, but the violence makes them uneasy because of the potential for injury. 

Athletes are “programed” to become warriors, to keep going no matter what. 

However, this gladiator mentality has real consequences. Jay Coakley reported that 

90% of injuries occur within the rules.110 Sports related violence occurs in connection 

with the enforcing norms, protecting people and property, or over-conforming to 

widely accepted norms. In fact, sporting violence reaffirms and preserves social 

order. Higher ranking in the team and leadership roles are rewarded to athletes who 
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perform acts of violence against the self in the form of over-training and to others 

through brutal body contact and “big” hits.    

Sporting Discourses 

Sporting images and stories represented in the media emphasize a particular 

ideological theme. These discourses are highly naturalized and rarely scrutinized. 

Sport often is portrayed as a site that “reflects” rather than “constructs” culture. Thus, 

members are led to accept or disregard the gendered and racialized nature. These 

media discourses also influence what the people think and talk about on a daily basis. 

Sporting politics refers to the power to make decisions that affect sports and sports 

participation and power refer to the ability to influence people, even when faced with 

opposition.  

One of the ways sports authorities establish and maintain power is through 

increased government involvement. As sports grow in popularity, a third party is 

needed to regulate and control sports and sport organizations.111 In sports, these 

governing bodies are found in the larger organization such as the National Football 

League or the International Olympics Committee that creates the rules for and 

regulate both athletes and individual teams and organizations.  The discourses these 

governing bodies produce are part of the process through which power and prevailing 

hegemonies produce, maintain, and resist dominant definitions and identities. They 

set boundaries for where, when, and under what circumstances sports may be played. 
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Government involvement in sports has made an effort to ensure fairness and 

protect human rights. Many sports organizations have established policies (i.e. Title 

IX), or ruled in court cases that protect the rights of citizens to participate in public 

sports programs (i.e. Tracy Martin v. Michigan).112 Rule making in sports today goes 

beyond the political boundaries of the state and occurs in connection with global 

processes. The quest for recognition and power motivates government involvement in 

sport. Government involvement in sports promotes identity and unity in order to 

connect people with government ideology. Governments use sports to reaffirm the 

idea that success can be achieved through discipline, loyalty, determination, and hard 

work.113 Government involvement in sports creates a disparity among the people. 

Policymaking is contentious and creates power struggles among various segments of 

the population.114 Sports connect with power relations in society as a whole; 

therefore, sports and politics are inseparable. 

Society often blames the media for politicizing and commercializing sports. 

They claim that the commercialization of sports has led sport to abandon its emphasis 

on teamwork and cooperation in order to push political agendas and earn a profit. 

However, it is not enough to simply blame the media because— as stated earlier— 

the media and sports could not survive without each other. Sport gives media outlets 

content, a story to write about and the media gives sports an outlet, a way to 
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commercialize and sell their product. Both the sports and the media are used to 

(re)enforce dominant ideology.115 The media and commercialization are closely 

related topics in sports communication. It is not enough to simply focus on the media 

as the problem; they are merely the surveyor. Sports and the media are grounded in 

power relations and shaped by the resources held by different people at different 

times.  

The media functions as a screen for cultural understanding. The media is 

situated in a complex set of social, economic, and political relationships that change 

over time and vary from society to society. The commercialization of sports has 

contributed to the shifting of sports from the realm of leisure activity to a political and 

economic one. Sport is no longer seen as a past time but as a job, something that 

requires specialization, constant training, and a competitive job market in which 

individuals are constantly competing in order to keep their jobs.  

Sport shapes society as much as society shapes sport. It is difficult to separate 

identity constructions from the media because identities are constructed within 

discourse. Identities are constantly in flux, how individuals learn to negotiate their 

identities depends largely on media representations. Sport and the media act as 

important sources for reinforcing and negotiating social beliefs. Major sporting events 

represent a mosaic of political, social, and cultural import, offering commentary on 

issues beyond the directly considerable attention and scrutiny to the exploration of 

identity, particularly interrogating how mediated sports enacts and portrays social 
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identity and underprivileged groups. The images of productive, healthy, and beautiful 

bodies in Unites States culture are always “able bodies.” Most sports programs 

around the world are organized around the values, interests, and experiences of men. 

  Sports discourses are powerful, familiar, and highly naturalized. The media 

(re)produces a hyper-masculine sporting body. Lindsey Mean states that 

(re)presentation is “used to concisely but actively invoke the cyclical and constructive 

nature of the practices through which objects, events, and people are presented, 

represented, and re-presented.”116 The media is the central site for constituting and 

maintaining dominant sporting discourses. Discourses are part of the process through 

which power and prevailing hegemonies produce, maintain, and resist dominant 

definitions and identities. Sports are culture sites that reflect and construct cultural 

identities. Thus, members accept or disregard the gendered and racialized nature of 

sporting discourses as natural or normative. According to Foucault, even if we resist 

prominent versions of masculinity, we are likely to reproduce them because of the 

limited discourses available to represent people, objects, and events.117  
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Chapter III 

Theory and Methodology 

In this chapter, I provide a brief overview of the field of rhetoric as well as the 

purpose of rhetorical criticism, specifically the purposes of critical and post-

modernist rhetorical criticism. Next, I explain the role of rhetoric and the media. The 

media plays a major role in the everyday lives of people and rhetorical analysis 

allows for a deeper understanding of the messages being produced. Finally, the 

chapter concludes with a brief description of cultural and critical analysis. Cultural 

criticism situates the rhetoric within the cultural context by evaluating the values and 

taken for granted assumptions of a particular group. Critical analysis evaluates 

popular discourses in an effort to better understand the underlying power structures 

that guide the discourse. The combination of methods allows me to focus on 

describing, evaluation, and understanding how the media frame bodily performances 

in sport.  

Rhetoric Criticism as Method  

Traditional criticism, also known as Neo-Aristotelian criticism, focuses on the 

immediate affects the message had on the immediate audiences. The overall purpose 

is the appreciation of the way the speaker communicates his ideas to his audience.118 

In his analysis of Richard Nixon’s wartime rhetoric, Forbes Hill expands the purpose 

of traditional criticism by contending that Aristotelian analysis does not hinge on the 
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actual effects of the speech, but on ascertaining whether or not the speaker made 

strategically sound decisions in relation to the audience and the historical context.119  

Michael Leff and Gerald Mohrmann expanded Wichelns’ recommendations to 

include consideration of particular discourses (specifically Lincoln’s speeches) as part 

of a particular genre.120  

In the mid 1970s, the practice of rhetorical criticism expanded and diversified 

drastically. Dramatistic critics, led by Kenneth Burke, began to analyze human 

symbolic interaction by incorporating philosophy, psychology, and sociology into 

their analyses. Dramatistic critics regard language as the fundamental “mode of 

action.”121 Dramatism sees language as reality and allows critics to analyze the reality 

experienced by the rhetor.  

 Closely related to dramatistic criticism is Fisher’s Narrative Paradigm. Walter 

Fisher claim’s that stories are fundamental to communication because human 

experience is structured around and shared through common explanations and 

understandings.122 Leroy Dorsey and Rachel Harlow use narrative criticism to explain 

how myths are used to promote American citizenship. They explain that by grounding 

both the origins and future strength of American society in immigration, Reagan was 
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able to unify a diverse group of people and create a singular American public.123 In 

other words, Narrative criticism analyzes how dominant narratives (such as the 

American Dream) are used in public discourse to create a sense of belonging and 

connection.  

Close Textual Analysis (CTA) examines the relationship that exists between 

the inner working of a text and its historical context in order to show how the text 

functions. Leff and Mohrman argue that rhetorical criticism should pay more 

attention to the “actual conduct of discourse,” rather than “the generation of abstract 

methods.”124 The purpose of CTA is to move the focus back to the text and move 

deeper into the subject matter. Lucas argues that we need to consider the linguistic 

context (vocab, conventions, and idioms) as well as textual context.125 CTA allows 

critics to “slow down” the action within the text and to focus on the internal context, 

which in turn, allows for more precise explanation of the cultural underpinnings that 

drive the discourse. Thus, by focusing on the con-text, critics are able to better 

understand the ideological context of the message. 

More recently, rhetorical critics have shifted their focus from presidential 

speeches and speakers’ motives and have taken a more social justice approach. Social 

movement criticism analyzes the rhetoric produced by the members of social 

movements in order to evaluate the beginnings, progression, and termination of 
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specific movements.126 The main standard for judging social movements is their 

effectiveness, were they able to achieve their mission? Social movement critics focus 

on the discourse produced by both historical and modern movements in order to 

evaluate the morality and effectiveness of the movement.   

  Feminist criticism “is designed to analyze and evaluate the use of rhetoric to 

construct and maintain particular gender definitions for women and men.”127 Feminist 

critics evaluate gender definitions and dynamics presented in messages. In her essay 

“Rhetoricizing Alienation: Mary Wolstonecraft and the Rhetorical Construction of 

Women’s Oppression,” Cindy Griffin argues that Marxist theory, by itself, is 

inadequate to explain the alienation of women (and, in that case, marginalized races, 

genders, and sexualities).128 Griffin contends that rhetorical critics need to evaluate 

the rhetorical structures that construct identity and the power relations that make them 

possible.129 Recently, feminist scholars have taken up this call and are now evaluating 

how power is maintained through the subordination of race, class, sexuality, and 

gender.  

 In the past two decades, rhetorical criticism has moved beyond the traditional 

methods and now represents a set of overlapping perspectives, philosophies, and 

ideologies. Rhetorical critics have a more expansive view of what constitutes valid 

artifacts. Analyses now center on everyday discourses such a news and other popular 
                                                
126 Leland M. Griffin, “The Rhetorical Structure of the Antimasonic Movement,” in Readings in 
Rhetorical Criticism, ed. Carl R. Burgchardt (State College, PA: Strata Publishing, 2005), 356-366.  
127 Sonja K. Foss, Rhetorical Criticism: Exploration and Practice (Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland, 
1989), 151.   
128 Cindy Griffin, “Rhetoricizing Alienation: Mary Wollstonecraft and the Rhetorical Construction of 
Women’s Oppression,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 80 (1994): 293-313.  
129 Cindy Griffin, “Rhetoricizing Alienation.”  



Texas Tech University, Amanda Jean Schwertner, August 2013 
 
 

 60 

culture media, monuments, and visual images to show how everyday rhetorics 

influence our everyday lives. Critics still hold strong social justice views and show an 

interest in race, ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, and material conditions. New wave 

rhetorical critics view scholarship as a means to “bring about social change.”130  

These critics use postmodern, structuralist, critical, and cultural studies to recognize 

multiple (rather than absolute) realities and experiences. Brian Ott and Eric Aoki look 

at how media framings of the Mathew Shepard murder position citizens in the larger 

political debate over gay rights by using a “tragic” frame.131 Michael Butterworth 

evaluates media portrayals of sexuality and gender performances in baseball. 

Specifically, he looks at how media reports called the sexuality of New York Mets 

catcher Mike Piazza into question by spotlight him as gay based on his on-field 

performances.132 This analysis calls particular attention to the way gender is used to 

mark sporting bodies, perpetuate hegemonic masculinity, and discipline bodies that 

do not adhere to gender norms.      

Purpose of Rhetorical Criticism   

Rhetorical analysis primarily focuses on discovering how speakers adapt their 

messages to particular audiences as well as the potential affect the message has on the 

culture. Thus, rhetorical criticism traces and documents social trends. According to 

Roderick Hart:  
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Rhetorical criticism is the business of identifying the complications of rhetoric 
and then unpacking or explaining them in a comprehensive and efficient 
manner. This definition implies several things: Rhetorical texts are 
complicated; there is an orderly way of describing these complications; and 
the best criticism describes them elegantly. So when confronting messages, 
the critic examines such factors as role, language, arguments, ideas, and 
medium to navigate the complications and reduce the confusion persuaders 
intentionally or unintentionally crate.133  
 

Rhetorical criticism provides understandings of (persuasive) messages via case 

studies in order to produce deeper understanding. However, it is important to 

remember that rhetorical criticism as a method seeks to judge discourse in terms of 

defensible criteria. 

 Rhetorical criticism is the study of the signs and symbols used to create 

meaning and influence people’ perceptions of reality. According to traditional critics 

(like Wrang and Wichelns), rhetorical criticism should be systematic. It should 

analyze the speaker’s audience, perceived character, major themes, emotional 

appeals, arguments, arrangement, style, and delivery.  Rhetorical criticism seeks “in 

an organized manner to interpret, analyze, and critique the symbolizing activity that 

underlines the growth, maintenance and decline of our ideological and social 

systems.”134 Rhetorical criticism evaluates rhetorical texts in order to understand 

individuals’ responses to signals and how it affects their daily lives. Critics also 

observe and reflect on how we create and interpret these symbols to help us make 

sense of the world we live in. Thus, rhetorical critics use systematic analysis to better 

understand the rhetorical processes of a message.  

                                                
133 Roderick P. Hart, Modern Rhetorical Criticism, (Boston, MA: Pearson, 2005), 22. 
134 Susan K. Opt and Mark A. Gring, The Rhetoric of Social Intervention: An Introduction (Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage, 2009), 13.  



Texas Tech University, Amanda Jean Schwertner, August 2013 
 
 

 62 

Rhetorical criticism makes important contributions to social and intellectual 

history by identifying the ideas that are produced in those contexts. These “ideas” are 

expressed in many forms. One purpose of criticism is to better understand the nuances 

of meaning that come from analyzing the discourse.135 McKerrow argues that critics 

need to focus on how public communication fosters “domination” and “freedom” in 

an uncertain world.136 The critic’s role is to reveal how discourses oppress and silence 

because the primary concern of popular discourse is to maintain or challenge existing 

power structures.  

Further, Philip Wander warns against self-interested criticism. He argues that 

criticism should be expansionistic.137 In order to be expansionistic, rhetorical critics 

must go beyond simply assessing the efficiency of the discourse or describing the 

language used to communicate the message. Instead, critics should openly challenge 

corrupt rhetorical positions and provide a more humanitarian view of the world. This 

critical perspective has liberationist assumptions that seek to free people from the 

oppressive status quo. Thus, critical scholarship seeks to give a voice to alternative 

ideologies found within the hegemonic order in an effort to create fairness and 

equality. For Wander and other critical rhetoricians, critics need to focus on 

previously ignored discourses—seemingly non-rhetorical discourses like news 

clippings and press releases have been largely ignored by the discipline— in order to 
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gain a better understanding of how culture, ideology, and power operate in everyday 

life.  

Rhetoric and the Media  

 The mass media shape people’s mental habits. Reminiscent of Orwell’s 1984, 

Walter Benjamin found that people learn differently now because of the media.138 

The media have a distinct mode of authority and appear to be unmediated. The 

media’s power derives from its ability to edit what it receives without the appearance 

of it being edited. The mass media produce multidimensional texts. Language is used 

to direct the viewer “among the various signifieds of the image, causing him to avoid 

some and to accept others; through an often subtle dispatching, it teleguides him 

toward a meaning selected in advance.”139 The media tells viewers how to view 

stimuli. In sport, the media tells viewers how to evaluate the athletes’ bodily 

performances. The media emphasizes strength, speed, and power both visually and 

verbally for men’s sports, grace, and beauty in female sports.  

The mass media consists of all those communication technologies that have 

the potential to reach a large audience in different locations. The mass media has the 

ability to collapse space and transcend distance to create a sense of identification 

between audience members. In the past few years, the circulation of traditional media 

sources has declined, but due to the rise of the new media, journalism is still a 
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powerful force. “New media are the cultural objects which use digital computer 

technology for distribution and circulation.”140 In fact, the new media has the 

potential to reach a larger audience in a shorter amount of time.  

Brian Ott and Robert Mack point out that the new media is particularly 

powerful for several reasons.141 First, it is convergent. People are able to get the same 

information from multiple sources because they share an integrated platform. For 

example, viewers can watch game highlights on ESPN’s SportsCenter, read about 

them on the website, and get immediate updates on their smartphones. Second, the 

media is mobile. With the increased availability and accessibility of technology, 

people can get information anywhere, at anytime. Third, the media is fragmented. The 

increased number of media outlets has allowed media sources to reach niche markets 

and cater to specialized interests. Fourth, even though the media is fragmented, they 

are more global than ever. The media serves specialized interests on a global scale. 

The mediated texts produced for the niche markets are available worldwide and are 

read by a larger audience than ever before. Fifth, they are a simulation. The media 

creates a hyperreality, a (re)presentation of the actual event. The increased 

availability and specialized story lines have led to a more interactive media, one that 

is readily available and constantly informing us about the world.  

Most of what we learn comes to us symbolically, through secondhand sources. 

With the rise of the mass media, the majority of this second hand knowledge comes to 
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us through the media; therefore, the majority of our knowledge is mediated. The 

media affects how and what we learn. The content covered by the media affects what 

we learn. By choosing to include or cover certain topics while ignoring others, the 

media tell us what is important and what is not.142 Thus, the media limits the scope of 

public discourse and debate. The form the media takes on tells us how to learn. How 

individuals receive the information influences how it is processed. Media scholars 

have found that textual messages (newspapers and magazines) are temporal and are 

often interpreted in a linear way and images (television) are decidedly spatial and can 

communicate in a non-linear way.143 Simply stated, printed texts make sense only 

when the words are read in succession whereas the elements of visual messages can 

be processed simultaneously.  

The media create an “arrogance of the eye”144 that causes the feeling that 

anything seen is in fact, fact. The mass media operate using their own, compelling 

logic. As with all rhetorics, mediated rhetoric is most powerful when it does not draw 

attention to itself, which is the case for popular culture (i.e. entertainment, sport, etc.). 

People are easiest to persuade when they are in a good mood and entertainment 

creates such moods. When individuals are in a good mood they are more likely to 

accept information as fact and not think too critically about it.145 Some of our most 

basic values come to us when we are young and the young consume entertainment 
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voraciously, which often occurs when people “view” sports and the performance of 

masculinity and femininity.  The media teach us proper performances and tell us who 

we are and how we should act through dramatic (re)presentations. Thus, it becomes 

essential for critics to evaluate popular media in order to form a deeper understanding 

of the persuasive appeals being communicated to the larger culture.  

Because the media is such a powerful socializing agent and plays such a 

central role in what and how we learn, it is vital that we study mass mediated 

messages. Critical studies “view society as a complex network of interrelated power 

relations that symbolically privilege and materially benefit some individuals and 

groups over other.”146 Critical media studies evaluate power networks and the 

media’s role in maintaining them. 

Overview of Texts 

In this thesis I evaluate how mediated sports, specifically professional football 

and the Modern Olympics, (re)produce hegemonic gender ideologies. In order to 

show how both masculinity and femininity are (re)produced in the media, I analyze 

two sets of text to show how masculine and feminine bodies are constructed. I 

analyze both sets of texts utilizing a critical cultural lens to uncover the role the body 

plays in evaluations of athletes and their performances and how deep seated cultural 

ideologies discipline and regulate sporting bodies.  

The first analysis is a series of newspaper articles from daily national 

newspapers that focus on individual athletes who suffered an injury while playing 

                                                
146 Brian Ott and Robert Mack, Critical Media Studies, 14.  
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football. This analysis focuses on how the media (re)presents hegemonic masculinity 

through the language they use. The media celebrates traditional notions of 

masculinity by highlighting athletes who dominate others through the use of physical 

strength, speed, and power. I used LexisNexis to find newspaper articles printed in 

major American publications such as USA Today, The New York Times, and Sports 

Illustrated. I evaluate articles that cover both famous and unknown athletes to 

highlight that the action taken by the athletes are pervasive in the culture as a whole 

and not just connected to fame. The articles also span a wide date range to show that 

the sports ethic is somewhat, transhistorical. I have chosen to evaluate multiple 

articles in the first analysis chapter because they focus on individual athletes and I 

want to be able draw a generalized— all be it contextualized to the experience of 

NFL athletes— account of the discourse.  

The second analysis will examine the April 5, 2011 International Olympic 

Committee’s press release concerning the new gender testing policy. The second 

analysis chapter looks at only one text because it addresses all female athletes who 

wish to participate in the Olympic and applies to events that are associated with the 

Olympics. The press release was also reprinted in multiple media outlets. Therefore, 

the analysis can center on the press release because the single text has implications 

for a wide range of athletes. This analysis focuses on how femininity is constructed in 

the media.  

I examine both texts utilizing a critical cultural lens in order to show that 

media framings of athletes’ bodies affect the way we view gender. Critical cultural 
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analysis is of particular use in this analysis because sports are not strictly biological 

and physiological expression of the body; they are social institutions that are 

constantly in flux with changing definitions of what is considered 

acceptable/unacceptable. The media work to re-stabilize normative gender 

performances through their discourses and explain what is needed for continued 

membership in the culture.    

Cultural Criticism 

 Michael Richardson states that culture “is simply what human beings produce 

and the means by which we preserve what we have produced.”147 Cultural 

assumptions are so deeply ingrained in society that we become mute without them. 

Culture is deeply seated in values. Values are the “persistent beliefs about essential 

rights and wrongs that express a person’s basic orientation to life.”148 Values tell 

people who they are as well as who they are not. Most Americans are linear thinkers; 

they believe that all instructions can be systematized, personalized, and efficiently 

delivered. Modernist Americans believe that questions can be answered universally 

and behaviorally. Roderick Hart found, “Americans value efficiency, are fascinated 

by male aggression and, for the most part, believe in equality of opportunity….”149 

American’s hold traditional hegemonic values pertaining to hard work, competition, 

and equality.  

                                                
147 Michael Richardson, The Experience of Culture (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2001) 2.  
148Roderick P. Hart, Modern Rhetorical Criticism, 236.  
149Roderick P. Hart, Modern Rhetorical Criticism, 240.  
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While each culture is unique, there are four common qualities that define all 

cultures. First, culture is collective. Cultures are comprised of individuals who share 

common beliefs and values.150 Second, culture is rhetorical. Cultures are the result of 

shared symbol systems that allow members to communicate.151 Third, culture is 

historical. Cultures change, evolve, mutate, fade, and disappear over time. Finally, 

culture is ideological. Membership in a culture teaches members to see the world in 

some ways and not in others.152 Scholars analyze the media in an effort to better 

understand the ideologies that create them, and hope to better recognize how the 

values of a culture work their way into the media we consume daily. These scholars 

operate both in and outside of the culture they are critiquing. In each case valuable 

insight can be shed. In the case of this thesis, I operate as a member of the culture. I 

participated in sports as a child and consume a large amount of sports media. My 

knowledge of the culture helps to inform my interpretation of the discourse, however, 

it may also cause me to over look certain aspects of the culture because I perceive 

them as “normal.”  

 Critical cultural scholars see culture as ideological and analyze artifacts (texts) 

to uncover the underlying power structures. Media scholars who are interested in 

ideology look at how mediated texts (re)produce socio-cultural divisions. Cultural 

media scholars evaluate the interplay between the media and hegemonic ideologies of 

                                                
150 Brian Ott and Robert Mack, Critical Media Studies. 
151 Brian Ott and Robert Mack, Critical Media Studies. 
152 Brian Ott and Robert Mack, Critical Media Studies. 
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race, class, gender, and sexuality. The media use the processes of exclusion, 

stereotyping, and othering in order to subordinate alternative ideologies.  

Exclusion is best characterized by absence. As Kenneth Burke points out, the 

very act of identification is embedded in the act of negation.153 Thus, for every media 

story, there are multiple untold stories. Exclusion is the process through which 

alternative cultural groups are systematically written out of history through 

underrepresentation in the media.154 The process of exclusion also works to reinforce 

ideological power structures by over-representing them in media texts.  

When alternative cultural representations do appear in the media, they are 

often stereotyped. Stereotyping is the process of creating misleading and reductionist 

representations of minority groups (be it based on race, class, sexuality, or gender).155 

Media criticism of stereotypes in the media is a delicate subject because it often raises 

questions of both perception and intent. In general, media outlets do not intend to 

communicate stereotypes. However, content analysis has shown that media 

commentators do perpetrate both racial and gender stereotypes.156 Margaret Duncan 

and Michael Messner conducted a 15 year study of gender discourse in the media and 

found that the media is becoming more aware of the perceptions their language 

                                                
153 Kenneth Burke, On Symbols and Society (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1989).  
154 Barry Brummett, Rhetoric in Popular Culture, (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publishing, 2006).  
155 Barry Brummett, Rhetoric in Popular Culture.    
156 Andrew C. Billings, “Depicting the Quarterback in Black and White: A Content Analysis of 
College and Professional Football Broadcast Commentary,” Howard Journal of Communications 15 
(2004): 201-210; Mary Jo Kane, “The Post-Title IX Female Athlete in the Media: Things are 
Changing, But How Much?” Journal of Physical Education, Recreation, and Dance 60 (1989): 58-62; 
Tyler Gross and Andrew C. Billings, “A Content Analysis of Racial Representations of NBA Athletes 
on Sports Illustrated Magazine Covers, 1970-2003,” in Examining Identity in Sports Media ed. Heather 
Hundley & Andrew C. Billings (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 2010): 173-194.     



Texas Tech University, Amanda Jean Schwertner, August 2013 
 
 

 71 

creates and are using less stereotypical language.157 However, these studies do show 

that stereotypes are still present in the media. Like exclusion, stereotyping establishes 

hegemonic norms by reducing realistic images of minority groups.  

The final type of media representation builds from “us” vs. “them” 

distinctions. “Othering” is the way minority groups are marginalized. Othering occurs 

through the comparison of minority groups to the hegemonic majority (frequently 

white, heterosexual, middle-calls, male).158 Othering works primarily because the 

hegemonic ideal is seen as being the norm. By relying on the unquestioned 

ideological assumptions about race, gender, class, sexuality, and culture that we use 

to make sense of the world, the media are able to affectively marginalize alternative 

groups.   

Careful evaluation of media texts’ “deep structures” often find cultural values 

in sharp contrast and worthless. The critic’s job is “one of examining the 

presuppositions imbedded in discourse, in non-argued premises, its taken-for-granted 

assumption.”159 To effectively critique culture, rhetorical critics must attune to the 

underlying ideological framework associated with the culture. Attention to cultural 

ideology allows critics to focus not only on the rhetorical strategies of a particular 

text, but to also focus on the social and political goals of the text as well. Critical 

cultural rhetoricians should “re-read culture so as to amplify and strategically position 

                                                
157 Margaret C. Duncan and Michael A. Messner, “Gender in Televised Sports: News and Highlights 
Shows, 1989-2004,” Amateur Athletic Foundation of Los Angeles, July 2005, 
http://library.la84.org/9arr/ResearchReports/tv2004.pdf.  
158 Barry Brummett, Rhetoric in Popular Culture.    
159Roderick P. Hart, Modern Rhetorical Criticism, 237-238. 
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the marginalized voices of the ruled, exploited, oppressed, and excluded.”160 Thus, 

the purpose of ideological criticism is to open a space for resistance to be heard. 

Gender is based in ideology. Therefore, to understand gendered performances we 

must first understand the underlying ideological assumptions. Sex-segregation in 

sport is portrayed as being natural and moral; it is a taken-for-granted assumption that 

females are inherently different from men when it comes to physical (sporting) 

abilities. People rarely look at the social aspects associated with these differences 

such as lack of opportunities and training.   

Critical Rhetorical Analysis  

 Critical rhetorical analysis is “intensely skeptical of all claims to truth.”161 

Thus, meaning is problematic because language is polysemous and has structures. In 

order to understand language, one must understand the verbal and social context in 

which the discourse was produced. Thus, all messages are intertwined. Texts are 

“intertext,” woven from the threads of other texts.162 The “intertext” nature of 

messages causes critical rhetoricians to view language as problematic. Critical 

analysis seeks to unmask authors; warning readers not to become so relaxed in the 

presence of the message that they forget the message can also affect their social 

attitudes and expectations. In their effort to “unmask” authors, critical rhetorical 

analysis also attempts to disrupt power centers by looking at abstract language, 

                                                
160Frank Lentricchia, Criticism and Social Change (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 15.  
161Christopher Norris, Deconstruction: Theory and Practice (London: Methuen, 1982), 57.  
162Ronald Barthes, The Responsibility of Forms: Critical Essays on Music, Art, and Representation 
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1985). 
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hierarchical language, and inconsistent language. This is particularly important for 

sports scholars because sports are seen as being unmediated. By evaluating how the 

athletic body is mediated through sporting discourses, critics can show how gender 

performances are communicated to the larger culture.  

Ideological discourses create a “reality” in the mind of their consumers that is 

seen as being “true” and “natural.” The concept of hegemony describes how multiple 

ideologies operate and compete for power in the everyday lives of citizens. Gramsci 

argues that physical force is not necessary for the maintenance of a dominant 

ideology and power, rather domination of the every day occurs through language.163 It 

is important that critics pay careful attention to rhetorical and discursive methods of 

domination that are employed to control and manipulate the reality of everyday 

human experiences. 

Critical rhetorical analysts combine other methods in order to find the pulse of 

hegemonic discourses. Critics “reflect a strong interest in issues of race, ethnicity, 

class, gender, sexuality, and material conditions, and view scholarship as a means of 

bringing about social change, to correct inequalities and promote democracy.”164 This 

overlapping of perspectives allows critics to address issues of identity and how power 

is assigned and exercised in society. Thus, rhetorical analysis reveals ideological 

tensions.  

Rhetoric is critical, fragmented, and associated with power. In critical analysis the 

critic’s job is to demystify and destabilize the dominant ideological discourse. 
                                                
163Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks (New York: International: 2005).  
164Carl R. Burgchardt, Readings in Rhetorical, 601.  



Texas Tech University, Amanda Jean Schwertner, August 2013 
 
 

 74 

Rhetoric pulls from and is embedded in larger discursive formation, which explain 

why McKerrow called for a critical rhetoric that “reveals hidden discursive practices 

and exposes the methods rhetoricians (and cultures alike) use to express power over 

others.”165 This is particularly salient in sports because the discourse being produced 

in and around it often goes un-problematized. People frequently do not think critically 

about the message being produced by sporting organizations or the media and accept 

their claims as fact. Thus, sports scholars need to examine sporting discourses in 

order to pinpoint the underlying ideological framework driving the message and 

potentially foster a more inclusive rhetoric. 

  

                                                
165Raymie E. McKarrow, “Critical Rhetoric,” 58.  



Texas Tech University, Amanda Jean Schwertner, August 2013 
 
 

 75 

Chapter IV 

Toughen Up, Buttercup!  

Athletes constantly discipline and abuse their bodies. The “hurt” and “pain” 

these athletes play with would be considered debilitating to many non-athletes. Even 

most amateur athletes would not be able to “play through the pain” of broken bones, 

deep muscle burses, strained joints, and stretched ligaments. Not only are athletes 

preforming at intensely high levels, they frequently abuse their bodies while playing 

with injuries and pain that most people will never experience. The question is why? 

Why are athletes pushing their bodies to the limit?  

Sports participation and health are positively associated with one another. 

However, this in not always the case, pain and injury tolerance in sports is socialized 

into the sporting experience. The normalization of injury in sports teaches athletes to 

ignore pain and to participate in what Howard Nixon called the “Culture of Risk.” 

Research examining the “Culture of Risk” seeks to uncover the social sources of 

sports-related injury and pain.166 How athletes are socialized into the culture of sports 

affects their understandings of various forms of risk and injury they experience.  

The cultural emphasis on violence as an appropriate display of masculinity 

leads to damaged men. Kemmel states it best, “masculinity is one of the more 

significant risk factors associated with men’s illness.”167 This is due to the fact that 

risk-taking behaviors in sport go largely unproblematized. Physical risk in men’s 

                                                
166 Howard L. Nixon II, “A Social Network Analysis of Influences of Athletes to Play with Pain and 
Injury,” Journal of Sport and Social Issues 16 (1992): 127-135. 
167 Michael Kimmell, “Series Editor’s Introduction,” in Men’s Health and Illness: Gender, Power, and 
the Body, ed. Don Sabo & David Gordon (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1995), vii. 
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sports is not only naturalized, it is celebrated and promoted.168 There is a significant 

silence associated with these dangerous masculinities and a better understanding of 

how gendered performances relate to cultural acceptance of sports related injuries is 

needed in order to break this silence.  

In this chapter I analyze newspaper articles from national newspaper that 

focus on injured athletes. I used LexisNexis to find newspaper articles that were 

printed in major American publications, such as USA Today and The New York 

Times. I evaluated articles that span from 1987 to 2013 and cover both famous and 

non-famous athletes. I evaluate a large range of articles in order to show that the 

actions taken by the athltes are pervasive in the culture as a whole. The analysis 

focuses on how the media frame injuries in professional football to promote an 

ideological masculinity and adherence to the sports ethic. Utilizing a critical cultural 

lens, I discovered that that the media use three frames to portray injuries in sports: 

individual choice, commitment to team, and desire to play. The analysis shows how 

the media work to normalize violence in American football.  

Utilizing a critical cultural lens, I uncover how the media represent pain and 

injury in sports. Critical studies evaluate texts in order to uncover the underlying 

power structures. This evaluation seeks to highlight the relationship between the 

media and dominant masculine ideologies. Media glorification of risk and violence169 

                                                
168 Philip White and Kevin Young, “Masculinity, Sport, and the Injury Process: A Review of Canadian 
and International Evidence,” Avante 3 (1997): 1-30.  
169 The use of the term “violence” follows the definition provided in Chapter 2 and Kevin Young’s 
(2012) definition of violence as “harmful or potentially harmful acts conducted in the context of sport 
that threaten or produce injury.” (Sport, Violence and Society, p. 15)  
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works to downplay the potential long-term health effects on the body. This 

acceptance of pain encourages athletes to continuously ignore their bodies and 

constructs violence and risk taking behaviors as a socially acceptable way to perform 

masculine identity. Close examination of how the media represents sports related 

injuries can lead to a deeper understanding how the body is viewed in society.  

Negotiation of Injuries 

 Most research on sports related injures focuses on the organizational aspects 

of sports medicine. Researchers examine how communication about injuries occurs 

within the actual sporting organization.170 The use of the biomedical model positions 

athletes as patients in the organization. The biomedical model focuses on physical 

conditions and treatment of symptoms.171 This view causes athletes to view the body 

as something that can be seen/verified/witnessed; their bodies become something that 

can be quantified, produced, consumed, measured, and cured. The focus is on the 

institution of science rather than on interpersonal relationships that occur within the 

world of sports. Research attempts to quantify how many injuries or how severe the 

injuries are in relation to others. A good example of this can be found in how the NFL 

reports injuries. Each week all 32 teams report who is injured, what body part has 

been effected, their practice status, and the probability (based on a percentage system) 

                                                
170 Howard L Nixon II, “Coaches’ Views of Risk, Pain and Injury in Sport, with Special Reference to 
Gender Differences,” Sociology of Sport Journal 11 (1994): 79-87.; Dominic Malcolm and Kenneth 
Sheard, “Pain in the Assets:’ The Effects of Commercialization and Professionalization on the 
Management of Injury in English Rugby Union,” Sociology of Sport Journal 19 (2002): 149-169.; Ivan 
Waddington, Sport, Health and Drugs: A Critical Sociological Perspective (London: E&F Spon., 
2000). 
171 Kevin B. Wright, Lisa Sparks, and Dan O’Hair, Health Communication in the 21st Century 
(Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2008).  



Texas Tech University, Amanda Jean Schwertner, August 2013 
 
 

 78 

that they will play in the upcoming game.172 Malcolm acknowledged the need to strip 

research of its organizational focus and take a more interpersonal approach to 

understanding how injuries are communicated.173  

Health in sports is often grounded in the biomedical model that focuses on the 

absence of disease or physical malfunction.174 Qualitative researchers have 

challenged this view by offering a more contextualized definition of health. 

Annandale states, “health and illness are not polar opposites and it is not uncommon 

for people to report they are in good health while also referring to a number of quite 

severe functional limitations.”175 These researchers have found that health and injury 

are conditioned by social location. Using this model, health is, “understood as an 

embodied experience that enables or limits the capacity of individuals to meet the 

challenges and demands they face in specific social circumstances.”176  

The few studies that do look at the interpersonal dimensions of athletic 

injuries focus on the role of the second-party communicator. Jason Turner examines 

the interpersonal dimensions involved in sports related injuries.177 He found that 

athletic trainers did more than treat injuries; as trainers, they needed to promote 

                                                
172 NFL.com/injuries 
173 Dominic Malcolm, “Sport Medicine, Injured Athletes and Norbert Elias’s Sociology of 
Knowledge,” Sociology of Sport Journal 28 (2011): 284-302.  
174 Howard L. Nixon II, “A Social Network Analysis of Influences of Athletes to Play with Pain and 
Injury.”  
175 Ellen Annandale, The Sociology of Health & Medicine (Cambridge: Polity, 1998), 262. 
176 Nancy Theberge, “The Integration of Chiropractors into Healthcare Teams: A Case Study from 
Sports Medicine,” Sociology of Health & Illness 30 (2008): 19-34. 
177 Jason Thompson, “Communication Privacy Management in College Athletics: Exploring Privacy 
Dilemmas in the Athletic/Academic Advisor Student-Athlete Interpersonal Relationship,” Journal of 
Sport Administration & Supervision 3 (2011): 44-60.  
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personal interaction and trust to encourage athletes to fully disclose information about 

their injuries.   

Essential to the understanding of athletic injuries is what Nixon called the 

risk-pain-injury paradox.178 The paradox explains that the frequency of injury in 

sports often leads to insecurities within the team because of the necessary withdrawal 

from participation.179 The shift in the team structure causes coaches, athletic trainers, 

and athletes to become trapped in a dialectical tension of health and performance. The 

risk-pain-injury paradox states that negotiations are likely to center on the pain 

involved in the injury and the risk of sitting out. If the risk of not participating is 

greater than pain, the injury is labeled a “pain.” However, if the severity of the injury 

outweighs the risk of absence, it becomes an “injury.”180 Waddington found that 

athletes are likely to negotiate treatment and even reject it all together in order to 

avoid the stigma of “injury.”181 The distinction between pain and injury in sports 

medicine is crucial to the culture of risk.  

When formulating definitions about injuries, the primary focus of athletes is 

on timing because of the potential withdrawal from practices and/or games. Roderick 

found that athletes define themselves in terms of their team status.182 Prolonged 

absence due to injury causes athletes to renegotiate their identity and their position in 

                                                
178 Howard L. Nixon II, “Coaches’ Views of Risk, Pain and Injury in Sport, with Special Reference to 
Gender Differences.”  
179 Dominic Malcolm, “Sport Medicine, Injured Athletes and Norbert Elias’s Sociology of 
Knowledge.”  
180 Howard L. Nixon II, “Coaches’ Views of Risk, Pain and Injury in Sport, with Special Reference to 
Gender Differences.”  
181 Ivan Waddington, Sport, Health and Drugs. 
182 Martin Roderick, The Work of Professional Football: A Labour of Love? (London: Routledge, 
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the team. The need to preserve their identity forces athletes to develop rules that 

attend to the time.183 Theberge found that athletes feel pressure to return to play as 

soon as possible, even at the reluctance of coaches and athletic trainers.184   

Time is communicated in a variety of contexts. Athletes can view time as a 

physical measure. Athletes are concerned with the number of weeks they be unable to 

practice. Athletes also form rules based on external events, such as scheduled events 

and competitions.185 Athletes tend to be more willing to miss practice than games. 

Key points in the season also determine how willing an athlete is to risk disclosing an 

injury. Malcolm states that athletes often view the season in terms of not-to-be-

missed opportunities that require precise timing and action.186 Some athletes view 

time, and sport, as cyclical.187 They view the season as relatively repeatable. Athletes 

consider time when creating privacy rules to deal with the dialectical tension between 

the need to reveal/conceal their injuries.  

 Athletes communicate about both the benefits and risks of their sports 

participation. However, they tend to focus on the short-term rather than the long-term 

effects.188 They focus on the short-term effects that keep them from training, such as 

fatigue and exhaustion, rather than the long-term effects, like arthritis and other 

                                                
183 Dominic Malcolm and Kenneth Sheard, “Pain in the Assets.” 
184 Nancy Theberge, “The Integration of Chiropractors into Healthcare Teams.” 
185 Dominic Malcolm, “Sport Medicine, Injured Athletes and Norbert Elias’s Sociology of 
Knowledge.” 
186 Dominic Malcolm, “Sport Medicine, Injured Athletes and Norbert Elias’s Sociology of 
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187 Dominic Malcolm, “Sport Medicine, Injured Athletes and Norbert Elias’s Sociology of 
Knowledge.”  
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chronic pains. These mixed accounts of the costs and benefits show that health is a 

robust concept that is affected by a variety of social factors.  

Risk, Pain, and Injury in Sport 

Sports are social institutions that teach individuals appropriate performances. 

Sports house a complex system of rewards and punishments that effectively 

normalize them as a social enterprise. These institutional discourses work to 

normalize and glorify risk, pain, and injury in sports. Few men actually enjoy 

physical violence however; they “choose” to participate in the culture of risk because 

it is seen as a socially acceptable way to perform masculinity.189 Sociologist have 

found a concrete link between the acceptance of pain and the tolerance of risk to 

dominant forms of masculinity.190 The desire to belong to the cult of masculinity 

leads many men to uncritically accept violence.  

The acceptance of the sports ethic creates what Nixon calls the “culture of 

risk." The culture of risk is due, in part, to the widespread acceptance of risk, pain, 

and injury by athletes. The culture of risk fosters “guilt, shame, uncertainty, job 

insecurity, and frustration among those who complain about pain and injures, and 

even depression among those with disabling injuries.”191 Membership in the culture 

of risk creates a dilemma for athletes. Athletes accept risk and ignore pain and injury, 

however this does not protect them from the disabling consequences of chronic pain 
                                                
189 Kevin Young, “Violence, Risk, and Liability in Male Sports Culture,” Sociology of Sport Journal 
10 (1993): 373-396. 
190 Michael A. Messner, Power at Play: Sports and the Problem of Masculinity (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1992); Don Sabo and David Gordon, Men’s Health and Illness: Gender, Power, and the Body 
(Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1995) 
191 Kevin Young, Sport, Violence and Society (New York: Routledge, 2012), 188. 
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and serious injuries. Conforming to the sport ethic produces a willingness to play 

through the pain, regardless of the long-term health effects.  

Athletes learn interpretive frames from coaches, other athletes, and mediated 

representations of pain and use them to gauge appropriate actions (performances) 

regarding pain and injury in sports. Kevin Young and colleagues found that talk about 

injuries is interpreted through four frames: hidden pain, disrespected pain, 

unwelcomed pain, and depersonalized pain.192 The first frame, hidden pain, highlights 

how athletes go out of their way to ignore pain, which essentially silence their bodies 

by shutting out the warning system (pain) that signals something is not right with the 

body. The second frame encourages the disrespecting of pain by deemphasizing the 

risk associated with injury and highlighting the character of the athletes who “play 

through the pain.” This attitude of irrelevance leads to the overemphasis of pain 

tolerance and of the marginalization of pain by both the media and athletes. The third 

frame, unwelcomed pain, glorifies toughness and violence in sports and creates a 

culture that is hostile to pain. Membership in the culture of risk not only privileges 

uncritical acceptance of risk and injury, it also disrespects those who refuse to accept 

dominant notions of masculinity.193 The fourth frame essentially separates the athletes 

from their bodies. The depersonalization of pain allows athletes to maintain their 

sense of invulnerability even in times of injury.194 The depersonalization of pain 

                                                
192 Kevin Young, William McTeer, and Phillip White, “Body Talk: Athletes Reflect on Sport, Injury, 
and Pain,” Sociology of Sport Journal 11 (1994): 175-194.  
193 R. W. Connell, Masculinities.  
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essentially separates the athletes from their bodies causing the body to become a tool, 

an object that can be used to accomplish goals. The subordination of pain and the 

body allows athletes and the media to “reframe” injury in a positive light. This 

(re)framing works to reaffirm the sports ethic and violent forms of masculinity.    

Media Framing and Sport Injuries 

The media provide frameworks of meaning that selectively interpret the 

controversies and problems surrounding sporting events. In his book Power and 

Ideology in American Sport George Sage writes:  

The rhetoric focuses listener and viewer attention on the overall importance of 
the competition, individual athletes’ (and coaches’) personalities, statistics, 
records, and team styles of play…to frame and contextualize the game by 
artificially building dramatic tension and solidifying allegiances, thus 
persuading listeners and viewers to stay glued to their sets and preparing them 
for how they should hear, see, and understand the contest.195 
 

The media makes sporting events about more than just the game, they frame sporting 

events in a manner that ascribes moral values.196 Sportscasters add in personal interest 

stories, comment on records and statistics, state their expectations, dramatically 

embellish action, and second-guess what they have already said in an effort to keep 

viewers tuned in. 

Media outlets frequently convey the idea that violence is acceptable and 

desirable by framing it as news. Sports journalists and commentators highlight the 

game’s “rough” qualities and attribute “positive” terms to violence, like when they 

                                                
195 George H. Sage, Power and Ideology in American Sport 2nd ed., (Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics, 
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Televised Professional Football,” Communication Quarterly 29 (1981): 256-262.  



Texas Tech University, Amanda Jean Schwertner, August 2013 
 
 

 84 

define a tackle as a “beautiful” hit.197 The emphasis on violence champions bodily 

sacrifice and injury as a site for masculine verification. Thus, through the process of 

production of news stories, the media “conveys the message of the culture of risk.”198   

The media indirectly develops people’s perceptions of risk and injury in sports. 

The mediated images produced by the media are refracted through camera lenses, 

edited for content, and (re)produced in the creation process in an effort to emphasize 

or downplay sporting performances.199 The emphasis on potentially health-

compromising norms (such as over-training and playing while injured) is reinforced 

by the media, causing these behaviors to be viewed as relatively harmless. Media 

emphasis on injury helps, in turn, in (re)affirming the sports ethic by highlighting 

injures in conjunction with athletic integrity and social character. 

To simply say that violence in sport is mediated is an understatement; the 

media are active participants in the (re)production of risk, pain, and injury in sport. 

The reproduction of news stories works to rationalize and approve violence by 

combining visual and verbal messages that serve to marginalize pain and to present 

injury and violence as routine.200 One article stated,  

To understand just how tough Howard Cross is, all you have to know is this: 
The Giants' tight end has been playing with a torn ligament in his right knee… 
Cross has never complained or asked to miss an extensive amount of time to 
let the injury heal. And that is the essence of Cross. Even though he does not 

                                                
197 Andrew C. Billings, Kelby K. Halone, Bryan E. Denham, “Man, That Was a Pretty Shot’: An 
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like to talk about himself, there is little doubt about how good a player he is 
and how tough he is.201 
 

The process of production also acts as a purveyor of the culture of risk in sports. The 

media actively constructs messages that portray injury as acceptable and even 

glorifiable.  

The critical question that remains is: How do the ways the media frame injury 

and violence teach boys and young men to “use” their bodies? From a “learning” 

point of view, “modeling studies suggest that young athletes learn how to perform 

assaultive accts by watching elite models on television and subsequently enact what 

they have learned, especially in sports leagues where such conduct is rewarded.”202 

While we know that mediated images communicate ideological forms of masculinity, 

we still know relatively little about how pain and injury are responded to by the 

media. To understand this phenomenon we need to examine the communication 

surrounding sorts— specifically mediated discourses— in an effort to better 

understand how language institutionalizes and teaches violence.  

Me, Myself, and I 

The first mediated frame emphasizes individual’s choice. Media provide a 

biased set of story lines about risk, pain, and injury that naturalize violence in sports 

that leads athletes to internalize ideas about masculinity. Sportscasters focus on 

(male) athletes who sacrifice their body in the interest of winning and play through 
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the pain.203 The media idealizes “independence, physical strength, emotional 

stoicism, strict heterosexuality, and the capacity to overcome adversity and physical 

pain.”204 Thus, the body becomes the site in which the media ideologically inscribes 

dominant definition of masculinity (and femininity) that is transferred to other areas 

of society.  

The media provide examples of athletes “taking the decision into their own 

hands.” After sustaining a knee injury (a torn ACL that required surgery) during the 

Seahawks game, Robert Griffin III returned to the game without being cleared to 

play. The media controversy that ensued quickly quieted down after an assistant 

coach was quoted as saying, “He [RGIII] came off the field, circled through the 

players with helmet on and when immediately back in the game without anyone—

trainers or medical staff—getting close to him, much less examining him. No one to 

blame.”205 According to the coach and the news outlets that printed the quote, Griffin 

took the decision to play in his own hands; it was his decision, no one else’s.   

Another grueling example of athlete autonomy is former New York Jets 

quarterback Richard Todd. After suffering a broken rib, Todd made the decision to 

play despite the health risks.  
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It was decided that the risk of the injury getting worse was minimal. He stood 
the chance of making the break worse and puncturing a lung, but we laid it all 
out for Richard, and when it came right down to it, it was his decision.206  
 

Once again, the decision to play— ultimate autonomy of the body— was in the hands 

of the athlete.  

Perhaps the best example of individual motives is Jeremy Shockey. Shockey 

admitted to lying to about his injuries to team doctors and the media during the 2006 

season.  

I told everybody it was just a bruise, but there was a fracture there and I 
played with it. It's something that I dealt with. I'm going to have to deal with 
this injury (the high ankle sprain), too. I've dealt with injuries earlier in the 
year and I didn't miss any playing time. It's fine. I'll deal with this.207 
 

His reasoning was simple, “I’ll deal with this.”208 Shockey’s simplistic logic supports 

the individual aspect of injures, they affect the athlete and the athlete is the one who 

is forced to deal with them.  

The emphasis on choice and individualism normalizes the concept of playing 

while hurt. Athletes state that it is part of their responsibility as a player; they knew 

what they were getting into when they started playing the sport. “Once you start 

playing, you're always hurt. Everybody plays with pain. That’s part of the game.”209 

Football is a “physical sport” that requires individuals to make the choice to play with 

pain and injures. Jeremy Shockey stated, “In this league, no one's really healthy… I 
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think everybody's really beat up at this point in time… It's a physical sport. If you're 

not hurt, you're not playing hard enough.”210 Thus, mediated representations of 

football normalize playing hurt by portraying it as part of the collective identity of the 

team. 

The focus on player autonomy works to normalize injuries as “part of the 

game.” Michael Butterworth found that the media emphasis on sports not only 

rationalized, but also ritualizes violence.211 This means that not only is playing 

injured acceptable, it is an expected part of the game.  

Most players attempt to play primarily for selfish reasons. Football players are 
conditioned since the day they first start playing to believe that playing with 
pain or injury is expected. To be successful as a football player one has to 
have significant physical and mental toughness. Playing with a physical 
malady of some kind is the ultimate demonstration that an athlete possesses 
both qualities. At least that is what the players believe.212 
 

Thus, emphasis on athlete autonomy places acceptance of risk and injury on the 

athlete. “The message is plain enough- pain and injury simply ‘come with the 

territory.’ It is expected in the very fabric of almost all sport settings. It is almost 

impossible to play sport without experiencing pain; every athlete has a story to tell 

about injury, and every athlete has a to learn how to cope with it.”213  
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There is No I in Team 

The second frame highlights athletes’ commitment to the team. Along with 

being a “part of the job,” football narratives also communicate the myth of football in 

which commitment to the team and ones character are proven through one’s 

willingness to play injures. This myth often translates into a sports-as-war metaphor 

in which athletes are communicated as being soldiers and injures are badges of honor. 

Athletes are preoccupied not only with bettering themselves, but also with keeping 

their jobs. Ross Tucker from Sports Illustrated writes that players often play injured 

because of an overwhelming sense of fear. 

The decision of whether or not to play through pain or an injury of some kind 
is enhanced in the NFL by an overwhelming sense of fear -- that if you are 
unable to get out on the field, somebody else will seize your role and 
ultimately your job and livelihood. In a sport in which most of the combatants 
have little to no job security to begin with, being unable to compete for 
whatever reason gives the team an easy excuse to move on to the next body. 
And yes, I meant body, because that is exactly what NFL players are. There is 
a sign in the New England Patriots training room that says "Durability is more 
important than Ability," and they mean it.214  
 

According to Tucker, athletes push themselves physically to be able to continue to 

play the game they love.  

The NFL, first and foremost, is a business. Thus, the media promotes a way of 

life based on consumption, competition, and individual achieves.215 The ideas of this 

capitalist economy are deeply imbedded in masculine ideologies and sports 

discourses. Capitalist industries in the United States are preoccupied with records and 
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winning; therefore, it is not surprising that success is used to define athletes. 

Newspaper articles highlight the records of athletes who play injured. After playing 

several games with an injury, the media highlighted Jeremy Schokey’s catches and 

yardage.   

“The next week, Shockey played against the Eagles, but only had a 1-yard 
touchdown catch. One week later in Seattle, after missing another day of 
practice, he had 10 catches for 127 yards.”216 
 
Media studies have revealed that the mass media and the public glorify 

athletes who “have the will to win” and the ability to “block out pain.”217 When asked 

about why he returned to game after hurting his knee, Griffin stated, “I tried to go out 

an help my team win, period, there was no way I was coming out of the game.”218 

The media sells a distinctive brand of masculinity through its discourse. A good 

example of this is how the media treated Cross after he played injured.  

But don't question whether he is effective. When Cross first hurt the knee, it 
took him some time to get over the initial pain and then to be able to run on it 
and do what he does best: block. Suffice to say, it is hard enough to block well 
in the National Football League, let alone block well with a torn ligament in 
your knee… Cross, though, has managed to do it… One reason Cross refuses 
to miss any playing time might be because he has a good streak going. He has 
started 69 straight games at tight end and played in 101 consecutive games. 
Center Ray Wietecha, who played from 1953 to 1962, is fifth on the Giants' 
career list for consecutive games played with 124.219 
 

The values of a capitalist system shape the values of masculinity and athleticism.  
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Former NFL cornerback Ray Horton compares the risk of injury to those 

faced by coal miners and firefighters, stating that it is “an inherent risk in their 

jobs.”220  

[The NFL] affords a great lifestyle. Are there inherent risks? Yeah, but those 
coal miners in West Virginia and down in Chile, they have an inherent risk in 
their jobs. The soldiers who go over to Afghanistan, they have an inherent risk 
in what they do. Firefighters have an inherent risk.221 
 

Football is a sport that constantly determines the worth of individual bodies. Scouts, 

coaches, and owners are more concerned with how big, fast, and strong players are 

than they are the athletes’ physical health. News articles constantly tout individuals’ 

heights, weights, and records as proof that athletes deserve their paychecks. 

Commodifing the body by athletes, coaches, owner, athletic trainers, and the public 

leads people to view athletes bodies as tools, pieces of equipment that can be toned in 

order to reach a specific goal.222 In his article Tucker states,  

The thing most fans don't really recognize is that players don't curry any favor 
with their coaches or front office by doing the "smart" thing and sitting out a 
practice or a game when they are injured. A missed practice or game because 
of an injury is every bit as bad as actually having a bad play or game in the 
coaching staff's book. Maybe even worse. Consider it a bad mark that goes on 
your permanent record. Forever.223 
 

The reliance on the biomedical model and the quantification of the body leads 

athletes to view their bodies through a Cartesian lens, essentially separating the self 

from the body.  
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You try to describe to people what you felt like after a game, and it's hard to 
explain. You put your feet on the ground, you stood up, and you tried to figure 
out which part of your body was going to need the most attention.224  
 

Thus, the body becomes something that can be bought, sold, and used without risking 

damage to the self.  

 Football culture creates a hazardous workplace that regulates commodified 

bodies in an effort to maintain traditional forms of masculinity. A player from the 

Cincinnati Bangles was quoted as saying that laying in the NFL “was like trading 

body parts for money.”225 Work related injures are closely connected to masculine 

culture. Sports as a business works to glorify appropriate masculine performances and 

creates a culture of tolerance toward work related violence.226 An athlete’s 

masculinity is regulated and evaluated by the manner in which he subjects his body to 

physical risk. Media emphasis on aggressive forms of masculinity works to express 

male power and compulsory heterosexism while at the same time marginalizing 

women and subordinate masculinities.227 Playing while injured and rushing through 

rehabilitation “prove” that men are “real men.”  

Football as Myth 
Violent sports as a spectacle offer a link between masculinity and the quest for 

the domination of women as well as constructing and clarifying differences between 

masculinities. The linking of sport injury to male power works to naturalize the 
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domination of women by men.228 Football operates as one of the most extreme 

examples of this, male bodies are “built” to be bulky, powerful, and used for 

aggression, a world clearly separated from ideal femininity.229 In the world of 

football, women are regulated to the sidelines as cheerleader/sex objects, they are 

supposed to root for the men. Football values the ability to perform violent acts 

(against others as well as the self) as the demonstration of pure skill.  

The media highlights the character of athletes who endure pain and sacrifice 

their bodies for the team while ignoring the personal consequences to the athletes. 

Thus, the emphasis placed on sacrificing the self creates a football metaphor that can 

be used to explain dedication outside the realm of sports. The football metaphor’s 

emphasis on “team” is important for politicians who seek loyalty and wish to 

reinforce hierarchy.230 A good example of this is teammates electing Williams team 

captain after playing through several ailments the year before. When asked about how 

he felt about the honor, Williams stated,  

I have to play hurt, and I have to be able to finish games. I take a lot of pride 
in it. But I take pride in playing hurt just because it's football. You have to be 
tough to play this sport. There's nothing more than playing hurt. There's 
nothing more you could prove to say you're tough enough to be fit to play this 
sport.231  
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The football metaphor is grounded in values of teamwork and hierarchy. The 

metaphor cultivates heroic mythologies wherein great men perform great deeds for 

the benefits of their fellow citizens. The teamwork ethos is deeply embodied in the 

sports media. Emmit Smith once stated, “You try to disregard it and play with the 

pain. You know your teammates are counting on you.”232 In his article about playing 

injured Ross Tucker argues that the reason football players play injured is due to a 

sense of brotherhood and responsibility. He states,  

There is an understanding that the guys wearing the same colored uniforms 
will have each other's back… Along with that brotherhood is a sense of 
responsibility to play through pain because of the understanding that your 
teammates would do the same. One year in the NFL I started on an offensive 
line in which three guys, including myself, had surgery after the season for 
one thing or another. One of the two who didn't have surgery had missed parts 
of several games with a torn oblique yet still tried to play through the injury. 
The fifth member of the line, however, refused to play through a couple of 
minor injuries on multiple occasions. As a result he never really fit in with the 
rest of the group and was somewhat ostracized. The message was loud and 
clear as far as we were concerned: he could not be trusted to do the things the 
rest of us were willing to do for each other. And yes, as far as offensive lines 
go, I do believe that one bad apple can spoil the bunch.233  

Sports as War 
The media legitimizes violence as “part of the job” by comparing it to war. 

This same sense of brotherhood also manifests itself in the sport-as-war metaphor 

common in media discourses. Articles quote athletes and coaches stating that “its is 

war out there, and they’re playing hurt” as well as “you know your teammates are 
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counting on you.”234 The “sports-as-war” metaphor helps to construct and maintain 

patriarchal values.235 Reconstructions of sport-as-war restabilizes and repairs 

dominant ideological forms of masculinity and femininity by portraying (male) 

athletes as warriors, causing injuries to be equated with casualties of war.  

The media paints a portrait of athletes as battle worn warriors.  

Before going out for practice, Lyons wraps surgical tape around his wrists and 
hands. The white gloves of tape are the insignia of a lineman. His big 
shoulders hunch forward, scars stitched in welts of angry flesh over his 
pectoral muscles, the hash marks of a battle-tested veteran… Dan Alexander, 
an 11-year veteran guard, sits not too far away from Lyons. He has a brace on 
his knee, and he's still wearing short pants, unable to work out in pads. Kyle 
Clifton, the Jets' left inside linebacker, places rubber pads on the back of his 
hands and forearms, then tapes them down. More armor… The quarterbacks, 
Ken O'Brien and Pat Ryan, sit off in a corner. They're wearing flak jackets. 
One wide receiver also is wearing a jacket. It looks like a bullet-proof vest.236 
 

This image shows athletes suiting up for war, a space where casualties are expected. 

In war, the more armor, the less likely soldiers are to be injured, therefor, the padding 

athletes put on, decreases their risk for injury. By emphasizing the use of armor, the 

media not only paints a portrait of protection, but also helps to further the sports-as-

war metaphor.  

The sport-as-war metaphor also works to equate good citizenship with good 

fanship. Fans (and citizens) are encouraged to wear team colors and root for their 

team in good and bad times whether or not the decision is in the best interest of the 
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people. Political discourses that utilize football metaphors cast the American citizenry 

in the role of the fan, faithfully cheering on their team.237 Football cultivates heroic 

mythologies wherein great men perform great deeds for the benefits of their fellow 

citizens. Pain and scars are seen as “badges of honor” that signify members as giving 

it their all they are fully committed to the team.  

Love of the Game 

The final frame focuses on athletes’ desires to play because of their deep love 

for the game. Athletes push themselves to the limit due to their commitment and 

desire for playing. An article written by Austin Murphy for Sports Illustrated states 

that athletes play the game of football not “for money or fame” but “quite simply, it’s 

fun to knock the snot out of somebody.”238 According to the articles I examined, the 

love of the game is the primary reason athletes ignore pain and injury in order to play. 

This frame manifests itself within the media in three ways: 1) possessing high pain 

tolerance, 2) playing through the pain, and 3) coming back stronger. First, football 

players are seen as possessing an exceptional pain tolerance. These athletes are able 

to play with pain that most individuals would find debilitating. Second, athletes 

“work through the pain” and “put it behind them.” This suggests that the athletes are 

able to move beyond the pain, they do not play with pain they push past it. The third 

way the frame is evident in the media is illustrated by cases of athletes who do have 
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to miss playing time due to an injury, but come back bigger, faster, and stronger. The 

desire to play is the driving force of the athlete, the factor that trumps everything else.  

Exceptional Pain Tolerance  
Athletes are quick to distinguish between being hurt and being injured. 

Gronkowski was quoted as stating, “There's a difference between hurt, sore, a little 

banged up. If you are playing and you are 'hurt,' it's not that serious. Obviously, you 

don't have anything broken. If you are in the NFL . . . you definitely played hurt 

before in your life.”239 The most ironic part of this his statement is that most 

individuals would count Gronk’s injury as “serious.” According to NFL injury 

reports,240 Gronk will have surgery to repair ligament damage caused by the high 

ankle sprain. However, like most athletes who experience injury, Gronk was able to 

“push through the pain.” The media credits Gronk’s fortitude to his superior pain 

tolerance.  

Gronkowski is not the only athlete credited for his superior pain threshold. 

Former Giant’s tight end Howard Cross was notorious for downplaying the 

seriousness of his injures. “I am playing with a torn ligament, but I don’t want to talk 

about this because I don’t want to jinx myself. I am not in as much pain as people 

think I am. Maybe I have a tougher pain threshold, I don’t know.”241 Another 

example of superior pain tolerance can be found in the statement by Marty Lyons a 

retired NFL player. 
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The next day, I hurt so bad I couldn't push myself up to get out of bed. I had to 
role over onto my shoulders, back onto my back, then onto my stomach until I 
could sort of roll out of bed. I could hardly get out of bed, but I know I could 
have played if we had a game the next week.242 
 

The emphasis on pain and the ability to tolerate said pain is the mark of a true athlete.  

Playing Through the Pain 
Football players do not let their pain control them; they never let it become a 

part of their identity. Words like “despite,” “through,” and “disregard” are prevalent 

in the discourse about playing while injured. In the article, “Injuries can’t tackle 

Emmit,” Smith is quoted as saying, “You try to disregard it and play with the pain.” 

243Athletes view their bodies as tools, something separate from themselves. Williams 

found that:  

Athletes often talk about their bodies as being distanced from themselves. 
Indeed, even healthy athletes deal with their bodies as a sensitive piece of 
equipment over which they do not have total control and are always conscious 
of the threat of injury.244 
 

Viewing the body as a tool is problematic because it encourage athletes to disregard 

their bodies, to shut out the warning signs of pain, and treat their bodies as an 

instrument. 

The view of the body as a tool leads athletes to disassociate themselves from 

their bodies. Injuries however, cause athletes to acknowledge the body’s presence. 
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This acknowledgment enacts fear in athletes and creates a crisis of identity.245 

Athletes often use painkillers to help them “block” the pain. “I keep telling myself, no 

more shots," Lyons said, "but I love the game. So, if it comes down to taking another 

shot to play, I'd have to do it again.”246 An athlete’s identity is closely tied to the 

athlete’s profession, and a loss of ability to participate often equates to a loss of 

identity. The naturalization of violence in sports causes the ultimate sporting paradox: 

the use of the body as a weapon that results in injures against the self.247 The majority 

of athletes see injures as disastrous. Athletes have relatively short careers (the average 

NFL player plays for 4 years) and injury keeps them from performing. This often 

causes athletes to continue to participate in spite of their injuries. 

Coming Back Stronger 
Athletes will do whatever it takes to stay in the game, however it is not always 

possible. According to these mediated narratives, if you suffer an injury that causes 

you to sit out then you must work to rehabilitate it. A sure sign of giving it all you 

have is to progress through the rehabilitation stages very quickly, cutting down on 

recovery time and entering game play that much sooner because the only thing that 

matters is being able to play. Athletes such as Drew Brees and Payton Manning are 

credited with doing whatever it takes to get back on the field after an injury. After 

playing for several season with the Charger, Brees suffered what most though was a 
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career ending sholder injury. After the season, his contract was not renegotiated and 

he was left without a team. Shortly after not being re-signed by the chargers, Brees 

was picked up by the New Orleans’ Saints who won a Super Bowl three years later. 

Like Brees, Manning was released from the team that drafted him after he had neck 

surgery that many thought he would not recover from. However, Manning quickly 

signed with the Denver Broncos who had a miraculous season, almost making it to 

the “big show.” These athletes are glorified for quickly progressing through the 

rehabilitation stages. One doctor of Breese was quoted as stating, “the most 

remarkable of any patient I’ve ever treated.”248 Athletes who do have to have some 

form of reconstructive surgery are glorified for pushing past the pain of recovery 

(much like athletes are glorified for pushing past the pain to playing a game), without 

any regard for the healing process.  

At the end of the day, the only thing that matters to the majority of athletes is 

their ability to play. For these men playing the game is what matters. “Now I know 

I’m definitely going to play in the game and that’s uplifting… being out there this 

week, catching passes, getting back into rhythm, being part of the team again, I'm a 

little bit more upbeat and definitely excited.”249 The dedication to playing the game 

outweighs the potential costs of further injury. As Clint Portis said, “I’m playing- 
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American City,” Sports Illustrated, December 6, 2010.  
249 Ralph Vacchiano, “Sockey Gains Pains: Reveals More Injures, but will Play,” Daily News (New 
York), January 7, 2006. 
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period.”250 The normalization of self-violence in sports encourages athletes to view 

their bodies as two separate entities, the tangible body and the ideal body. Viewed 

utilizing this dichotomous lens, the body becomes something that can be molded 

through training and exercise.251 This emphasis leads athletes to view pain as a sign 

of improvement. 

Conclusion  

Media glorification of risk and injury in American football helps to create an 

uncritical acceptance of violence against the self by the majority of athletes. 

Continued violence against the self can lead to addictions, body pathologies, mental 

and psychological disturbances, and threats to physical well being.252 The media 

portray playing injured through three frames: individual choice, commitment to team, 

and desire to play. In the first frame, individual reasons place the decision in the 

hands of the athletes. According to this frame, athletes self-diagnose and actively 

choose to play hurt. The second frame, commitment to team, resonates with the 

overall concept of football. Football is a team sport in which each member is valuable 

and has a role to fill. The third frame, desire to play, presents itself as the overall 

desire to play in the game regardless of the cost to physical health. In this frame, 

athletes take extreme measure to insure they will be able to on game day. The three 

themes highlight player autonomy in the decision to paly hurt however, 

                                                
250 Todd Dybas, “For Portis, No Practice Makes Perfect: Ailing Running Back Carries Offense Again,” 
The Washington Times (Washington, DC), November 24, 2008. 
251 Anna Aalten, “In the Presence of the Body.”  
252 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, (New York: Routledge, 
1990). 
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encouragement from the media, coaches, and other individuals in the player’s life 

have a dramatic effect on their decision to play injured. The culture of violence found 

in sports communicates that risk-taking behavior is a way to gain distinction and 

respect both in the team and society in general.  

 The media work to legitimize sport related violence and those who perform 

violence in multiple ways that leads viewers, specifically young viewers, to learn that 

violence is acceptable sporting behavior. Mediated sports violence works as a tool for 

what Rosalinda Miles calls “manhood training.”253 The import aspect of the 

violence/injury/masculinity relationship is that is “has particular significance for 

adolescent and young men, for whom the demonstration of adult masculinity is 

particularly appealing and instructive.”254  

  The sport ethic encourages dangerous overconformity to sporting norms on 

the part of the athletes. The media is not the only source that communicates the 

culture of violence; coaches, parents, and team personal also encourage athletes to 

take risk with their health and paly hurt or injured. The sport ethic teaches athletes to 

strive for distinction by sacrificing the body and playing through pain. This 

naturalizing technique helps athletes to rationalize and accept brutal bodily violence 

as a normal part of the sport. This unconditional acceptance of sports related violence 

leads athletes to view pain as part of their daily lives and to treat their bodies as tools. 

Seeing the body as a tool becomes a necessity for crossing physical boundaries in an 

                                                
253 Rosalind Miles, The Rites of Man: Love, Sex, and Death in the Making of the Male (Hammersmith, 
UK: Paladin, 1992). 
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effort to bring forth the ideal (masculine) body. Aalten found that “pain and injures 

are not viewed as signs that the body needs to be listened to, but rather as boundaries 

that need to be crossed.”255 Conformity to the sport ethic teaches athletes to ignore 

and silence their bodies. 

  

                                                
255 Anna Aalten, “In the Presence of the Body,” 68. 
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Chapter V 

Are You (Fe)Male Enough?  

To properly understand how power guides institutions, critics must look at the 

discourses they produce. Foucault states that “institutions are the means that power 

uses, and not the other way around, not the sources or origins of power.”256 In current 

society, power is concerned with “control” and “order” in the institution. Modern 

discourse translates scientific thinking into a framework for power to govern an 

institution.257 To comprehend fully how power functions in society, the careful 

evaluation of “text and texture of the messages”258 produced by institutions is 

mandated. In this chapter I examine how the discourse produced in the April 5, 2011 

International Olympics Committee press release reinforces the modernistic power 

construction of a gender duality. Utilizing a critical cultural lens I look at how 

language is used to justify exclusion in order to ensure equality. 

Participation as a Human Right 

“The practice of sport is a human right.”259 The fourth Fundamental Principle 

of Olympism puts into motion the fundamental right to compete. The Modern 

Olympic Movement continuously fights to protect the universal principles of fairness 

and equality in competition. The International Olympics Committee (IOC) supports 

                                                
256 Foucault and the Critique of Institutions, eds. John Caputo and Mark Yount (University Park, PA: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1993), 4.  
257 Herrick, James A., The History and Theory of Rhetoirc: An Introduction, 3rd ed. (Boston, MA: 
Pearson Education, Inc., 2005), 244-259.  
258 Leff, Michael, “Textual Criticism: The Legacy of G. P. Mohrmann.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 
72 (1986): 377-389. 
259 International Olympics Committee, Olympic Charter: In Force from 8 July 2011 (Lausanne, 
Switzerland: International Olympic Committee, 2011), 9.   
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two classifications based on a gender binary to ensure fair competition. The binary 

system is problematic because science has not been able to nominally classify 

biological sex successfully and account for human diversity. In order for sex 

classification to be truly inclusive, it must take into account natural biological 

deviations.  

Historically science and medicine have pathologized women’s bodies. The 

male body has been the “norm” against which the female body is measured. Emphasis 

on hyper-rationalism and science has lead humans to be concerned with the 

classification of things.260 Sex is an ideal construct; it is a regulatory and reiterative 

norm by which one become “visible” at all times. Great efforts have been made to 

measure, classify, and compare almost every part of the human body causing the 

body to become marked as a surface as a cultural and social structure.261 We 

frequently talk about bodies in ways that suggest dichotomous extremes.  

Female athletes with hyperandrogenism have caused the IOC to address issues 

of sex ambiguity and participation. Hyperandrogensim is simply the over-production 

of androgen (testosterone) in the human body. In women, hyperandrogenism is 

believed to cause the development of “masculine” body features such as taller stature, 

broader shoulder, more fat, and increased muscle mass.262  On April 5, 2011, the IOC 

addressed the need for clearer identification of the female sex. The Executive Board 

                                                
260 Anna Aalten, “In the Presence of the Body,” 
261 Judith Buther, Undoing Gender.  
262 Bosinski, Hartmut, Schroder, Inge, Peter, Michael, Arndt, Reinhard, Wille, Peirnhard, Sippell, 
Wolfgang, “Anthropometrical Measurements and Androgen Levels in Males, Females, and 
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of the International Olympic Committee admits needing “to set up clear rules to 

determine the eligibility of female athletes.”263 The certainty in the sex duality drives 

the need for further regulation in the classification of male and female for the purpose 

of athletic competition. The IOC states that further classification of females based on 

biological expression can clarify the binary. The Executive Board confirmed that new 

rules are required to “respect the essence of the male/female classification”264  

IOC addresses eligibility of female athletes with hyperandrogenism265 

The Executive Board (EB) of the International Olympic Committee (IOC) 
today confirmed the need to set up clear rules to determine the eligibility of 
female athletes with hyperandrogenism in female competitions, starting with 
the Olympic Games in London next year. 
 
On the first day of a two-day meeting in London, the EB also agreed to 
recommend that International Sports Federations adopt similar rules for their 
own competitions, duly adapted to meet the specificities of the sport 
concerned. 
 
The IOC Medical Commission recommended that the new rules be based on 
the following principles, which have been defined by a group of experts: 
 

• A female recognized in law should be eligible to compete in female 
competitions provided that she has androgen levels below the male 
range (as shown by the serum concentration of testosterone) or, if 
within the male range, she has an androgen resistance such that she 
derives no competitive advantage from such levels. 
 

• An evaluation with respect to eligibility should be made on an 
anonymous basis by a panel of independent international experts in the 
field of hyperandrogenism that would in each case issue a 
recommendation on eligibility for the sport concerned. In each case, 

                                                
263 International Olympics Committee, “IOC Addresses Eligibility of Female Athletes with 
Hyperandrogenism,” Press Release April 5 2011,http://www.olympic.org/media? articleid=124006. 
264 IOC, “IOC Addresses Eligibility of Female Athletes.”  
265 IOC, “IOC Addresses Eligibility of Female Athletes.” 



Texas Tech University, Amanda Jean Schwertner, August 2013 
 
 

 107 

the sport would decide on an athlete’s eligibility taking into 
consideration the panel’s recommendation. 
Should an athlete be considered ineligible to compete, she would be 
notified of the reasons why, and informed of the conditions she would 
be required to meet should she wish to become eligible again. 
If an athlete fails or refuses to comply with any aspect of the eligibility 
determination process, while that is her right as an individual, she will 
not be eligible to participate as a competitor in the chosen sport. 
 

• The investigation of a particular case should be conducted under strict 
confidentiality. Although rare, some women develop male-like body 
characteristics due to an overproduction of male sex hormones, so-
called “androgens.”  The androgenic  effects on the human body 
explain why men perform better than women in most sports and are, in 
fact, the very reason for the distinction between male and female 
 competition in most sports. Consequently, women with 
hyperandrogenism generally perform better in sport than other women. 

 
In order to address the issue of female hyperandrogenism, the IOC Medical 
Commission and the International Association of Athletics Federations 
(IAAF) jointly organised a scientific symposium in Miami in January 2010, at 
which the scientific aspects of hyperandrogenism in relation to female sports 
competition were explored. Two of the most important conclusions were that 
(i) in order to protect the health of the athlete, sports authorities should have 
the responsibility to make sure that any case of female hyperandrogenism that 
arises under their jurisdiction receives adequate medical follow-up, and (ii) 
rules need to be put in place to regulate the participation of athletes with 
hyperandrogenism in competitions for women. 
 
The rule aspects were discussed at a second conference organised by the IOC 
Medical Commission in October 2010, at which representatives of the 
relevant parties participated: namely scientists, sports administrators, sports 
lawyers (including from the IOC Legal Affairs Department), juridical experts 
in human rights, experts in medical and sports ethics, female athletes and a 
representative appointed by the intersex community (Organisation Intersex 
International). 
 
The conference concluded that rules are needed and emphasised that these 
rules should respect the essence of the male/ female classification and also 
guarantee the fairness and integrity of female competitions for all female 
athletes. 
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Gender Testing in the Olympics 

Several variations of sex verification tests have been implemented in the 

Modern Olympics. As female athletic competition in the Olympics grew, issues of 

sex became paramount. The first request for sex verification testing came during the 

1936 Summer Olympics in Berlin and the tests were performed on a case-by-case 

basis until 1968.266 In 1968, the International Olympics Committee mandated sex 

verification testing for all female athletes. At the end of the 20th century, athletes 

along with several advocacy groups called for an end to the derogatory testing 

methods such as visual and physical examinations.267   

Name Year Sport Country 
Stella Walsh 1932 Track Poland 
Helen Stephens 1936 Track  United States 
Hermann (Dora) Ratjen 1936 High Jumper Germany  
Foekje Dillema 1950 Track The Netherlands 
Erik Schinegger 1966 Skiing Austria 
Ewa Klobukowska 1967 Track Poland 
Ptamara & Irina Press 1968 Track United States 
Renee Richards 1976 Tennis United States 
Princess Anne 1976 Equestrian  United Kingdom 
eight  1996   
Santhi Soundarajan 2006 Track India 
Caster Semenya 2009 Track South Africa 
Pinki Pramanki 2012 Track  India 

Table 4.1 

                                                
266 Mechikoff, Robert, A History and Philosophy of Sport and Physical Education: From Ancient 
Civilizations to the Modern World, 4th ed. (New York NY: The McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc., 2006), 
322. 
267 Sheila L. Cavenagh and Heather Sykes, “Transsexual Bodies at the Olympics: The International 
Olympic Committee's Policy on Transsexual Athletes at the 2004 Athens Summer Games," Body & 
Society 12, no. 3 (2006):  75-102.   
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In 1936, an American runner, Helen Stephens, was given a crude sex “test.” 

She was forced to submit to a physical examination of her genitalia after her sex was 

brought into question due to her athletic accomplishments. 268  For the next 30 years, 

vicious rumors about female athletes with “unprecedented” athletic ability circulated 

in the media. These athletes were accused of sex masking and forced to undergo 

physical examinations to prove their gender.  After the Berlin Olympics, rumors of 

the German high jumper Hermann (Dora) Ratjen surfaced that he “bound his penis 

and testes”269 under coercion of the German government to compete as a woman. 

“Unprecedented” athletic achievement fueled accusations of sex masking at the 

Berlin Olympics. A Czechoslovakian was accused of being male after her record-

breaking performance in the high jump. In 1968, whispers surfaced after the Press 

sisters abruptly withdrew from track competitions the year the International Olympic 

Committee implemented sex verification testing at the Mexico City Olympics.  

The IOC replaced the case-by-case physical examinations of female athletes 

in 1968 with mandatory chromosomal sex verification testing. The Medical 

Commission implemented the buccal smear test, a genetic testing system that 

identifies the X Y chromosomal dyad. 270 Buccal smears incorrectly classified some 

males and females with genetic disorders. The test failed to pass females with Turners 

Syndrome (absence of the second X chromatid) and passed men with Kliefelter’s 

                                                
268 Sheila L. Cavenagh and Heather Sykes, “Transsexual Bodies at the Olympics,” 83. 
269 Sheila L. Cavenagh and Heather Sykes, “Transsexual Bodies at the Olympics,” 83. 
270  Ballantyne, Kaye N., Kayser, Manfred, & Grootegoed, “Sex and Gender Issues in Competitive 
Sports: Investigation of a Historical Case Leads to a New Viewpoint,” British Journal of Sports 
Medicine 46 (2012): 614-617.   
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Syndrome (the presence of an extra X chromatid). In 1992, the Executive Board 

replaced buccal smears with DNA-based testing that identified material found in Y-

chromosomes. 271 The rising resentment of the female athletes coupled with the cost 

increases of administering the test led the International Olympic Committee’s 

Athletic Commission to recommend the discontinuation of sex verification testing. 

The Executive Board passed the motion at the June meeting in 1999.272      

The Curious Case of Caster Semenya 

In 2009, issues of sex verification reappeared. The controversy centered on 

the South African runner, Caster Semenya after she was required to endure testing by 

International Association of Athletics Federation examining her androgen levels. 

Semenya was tested without being properly briefed as to why on August 7, 2009. 273 

The International Association of Athletics Federation testing regimen was exhaustive. 

The testing battery started with a visual evaluation, then progressed to more 

“scientific” measures such as chromosome testing, gynecological investigation of 

organs, and various other X-rays and scans. The results were to be released in late 

November 2009, but the International Association of Athletics Federation has failed 

to do so.274 

                                                
271  Womkam, Ambroise., Fieggen, Karen, and Ramesare, Raj, “Beyond the Caster Semenya 
Controversy: The Case of the Use of Genetics for Gender Testing in Sport.” Journal of Genetic 
Counseling 19, no. 6 (2010): 545-548.  
272  Womkam, Ambroise., Fieggen, Karen, and Ramesare, Raj, “Beyond the Caster Semenya 
Controversy: The Case of the Use of Genetics for Gender Testing in Sport.” Journal of Genetic 
Counseling 19, no. 6 (2010): 545-548.  
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Lack of information led to absurd media speculation, not only about 

Semenya’s sex identity, but about intersex persons in general. The media demanded 

answers about how gender ambiguous individuals fit into the athletic sex binary. The 

New York Times reported that “if you [allow intersex persons to compete,] you are 

making a joke of the fact that there are two classifications— male and female.”275 The 

International Olympics Committee stated that they would consider creating new 

regulations that would diagnose and treat athletes who are found to have disorders of 

sex development and recommended that athletes should be evaluated “on a case-by-

case basis to determine eligibility.”276 As the controversy continued to grow, the 

International Association of Athletics Federation and the International Olympics 

Committee collaborated to create new rules and procedures for sex verification 

testing and issues of hyperandrogenism at the scientific symposium in 2010.277 Most 

recently, the Executive Board of the International Olympics Committee, along with 

the IOC Medical Commission, released the principles they plan to use to generate 

rules that determine the eligibility of female athletes. 

Quantifying Femininity 

 To discover how power manifests in the Modern Olympic Movement 

attention must focus on the “rhetorical action”278 materialized by the International 

                                                
275 Gina Kolata, “Panel Calls for Treatment in Cases of Sex Ambiguity,” New York Times, Jan. 21, 
2010, B23.  
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Olympics Committee. A careful focus on the individual pieces allows for greater 

understanding of how the pieces interlock creating stability and order. The Modern 

Olympic Movement centers on the ideal of fairness of competition. The International 

Olympics Committee creates a hierarchical system of classification to level the 

playing field of competition. Recent events (Caster Semenya and other female 

athletes with hyperandrogenism) challenge the structure and force the International 

Olympics Committee to negotiate the action necessary to regain control and order 

within the institution. The International Olympics Committee uses the male/female 

sex binary to generate boxes for “male” and “female” to “ensure the fairness and 

integrity”279 of competition. By creating clearly defined containers for “male” and 

“female,” the International Olympics Committee creates the notions of equality and 

fairness in competition. However, the notion of fairness and equality is merely an 

illusion; by excluding a specific group of athletes, the IOC does not protect the right 

to participate as stated in the Fourth Fundamental Principals.   

 The International Olympics Committee must negotiate new rules for 

classification due to the recently blurred boundary lines of the sex binary. Instead of 

focusing on the problems faced by operating in a sex binary, the International 

Olympics Committee chooses to develop stricter rules as to who qualifies as 

“female.” The discourse of the April 5, 2011 press release operates from a sex 

hierarchy that focuses on issues of competitive advantage in female athletic 

competition. Vertical arguments arise out of necessity to ensure stability, order, and 
                                                
279 International Olympics Committee, “IOC Addresses Eligibility of Female Athletes with 
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control within the institution.280 Female athletes with hyperandrogenism challenge the 

existing framework of power, forcing the International Olympics Committee to 

confront the issue head-on.  

  The International Olympics Committee immediately frames female athletes 

with hyperandrogenism as the source of conflict by naming them in the title of the 

press release. The only textual references to the male/female classification allude to 

upholding integrity and fairness in competition. The opening statement precisely 

establishes the vertical argument that operates throughout the text.  

The Executive Board (EB) of the International Olympic Committee (IOC) 
today confirmed the need to set up clear rules to determine the eligibility of 
female athletes with hyperandrogenism in female competitions, starting with 
the Olympic Games in London next year.281  
 

By issuing a press release that confirms “the need to set up clear rules to determine 

the eligibility of female athletes with hyperandrogenism in female competition,”282 

the IOC shifts the tensions from the male/female classification to issues of female 

classification only.  

  By creating a vertical (male/female) hierarchy, the IOC invokes images of 

inequality among female athletes. Female athletes with hyperandrogenism “generally 

perform better in sport than other women.”283 Performative advantage causes injustice 

within the female container of competition forcing the IOC to reject “abnormal” 
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females in order to protect the “essence of competition.”284 The International 

Olympics Committee determines that the development of rules is necessary to clarify 

the classification of “female” in order to insure the integrity and equality of 

competition for “traditional” female athletes.  

Female athletes with hyperandrogenism break through the contemporary 

definition of “female” and shift toward “male.” “Although rare, some women develop 

male-like body characteristics due to an overproduction of male sex hormones.”285 

The International Olympics Committee identifies female athletes with 

hyperandrogenism as spreading across boundaries, forcing their way into another 

category.  

The androgenic effects on the human body explain why men perform better 
than women in most sports and are, in fact, the very reason for the distinction 
between male and female competition in most sports. Consequently, women 
with hyperandrogenism generally perform better in sport than other women.286 
 

Female athletes with hyperandrogenism threaten the very essence of the Modern 

Olympic Movement. By creating movement in a traditionally stagnant classification, 

female athletes with hyperandrogenism threaten to displace the horizontal 

relationship of male/female in competition. Female athletes with hyperandrogenism 

cause a discursive shift of how the IOC communicates classification from a horizontal 

axis to a vertical axis, from a rhetoric of fairness to a rhetoric of hierarchy. The main 

goal of the IOC is no longer to promote fairness and equality for all participants, but 

to preserve the gendered hierarchy.    
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 By framing the issue with spatial arguments, the International Olympics 

Committee sets up a course of movement. Spatial arguments are the antithesis of 

static entities. Horizontal images allude to a sense of stability and order within 

organizations. Vertical images disrupt stability by countering the natural flow of the 

system. The shift in movement between spatial axes constitutes action.287 By 

assigning female athletes with hyperandrogenism to the vertical axis and the 

traditional male/female classification to the horizontal axis, the IOC is able to suggest 

a course of action that protects modern values by reinforcing the sex binary.  

 Power manifests itself through the reliance of scientific knowledge to create 

clear rules that control access to the institution. Modern movements, such as the 

Modern Olympic Movement, tend to view human beings in a “scientific way.”288 The 

International Olympics Committee asserts that scientific testing discovers femininity. 

The IOC Medical Commission constructs rules based in scientific inquiry. Science 

seeks to classify and order the objects it evaluates in a clean and concise manner. The 

pieces that fit neatly into containers are allowed to exist without further manipulation; 

the pieces that do not fit are rearranged until they can clearly be defined as one or the 

other. Constant comparison of the specimens to one another allows for the 

formulation of a hierarchy that ensures order and stability.  

 The new rules for eligibility of female athletes with hyperandrogenism operate 

on the assumption that precisely defined categories create order. The first rule states, 

“A female recognized in law should be eligible to compete in female competition 
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provided that she has androgen levels below the male range.”289 The vertical 

comparison of androgen levels “below” male defines females as below males in 

performative ability. “The androgenic effects on the human body explain why men 

perform better than women in most sports.”290 Scientific notion of masculine 

advantage establishes the discourse that allows the International Olympics Committee 

to use vertical images of male athletes rise above female athletes in competition. The 

vertical allusion also functions to justify the exclusion of certain female athletes from 

competition; female athletes with hyperandrogenism associate too closely with men 

to compete with women in athletic competition.  

Scientific testing determines the definition of female by analyzing a “serum 

concentration of testosterone” to determine “competitive advantage.”291 After 

comparing the test results, scientific experts classify the specimen as either deriving 

competitive advantage or not. Upon discovering androgen levels, science must then 

attend to those left out of the nominal hierarchy. If the tests show that the female “has 

an androgen resistance such that she derives no competitive advantage”292 in 

comparison to male ranges of androgen, she is eligible to compete as a female in 

competition. The second half of the first rule once again alludes to a vertical 

hierarchy that positions males above females. Females that derive a competitive 

advantage cause a problem in the modern reliance on the scientific duality of 
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male/female classification. Female athletes who do not fit the ideal parameters are 

determined ineligible to participate as a female in female competition.  

 The International Olympics Committee justifies the exclusion of female 

athletes with hyperandrogenism by directly comparing them to men. In the premise of 

a vertical argument, female athletes with hyperandrogenism shift upward, in-between 

categories. The IOC explains that hyperandrogenism causes women to “develop 

male-like body characteristics.”293 They also label androgen as a “male sex 

hormone.”294 By comparing female athletes with hyperandrogenism to men, the IOC 

justifies excluding them from female competition. As a result, female athletes with 

hyperandrogenism become something other than True Female.   

 The vertical images used to invoke a sense of inequality amongst female 

athletes also shift the male/female classification system onto the vertical axis. After 

making the recommendations for rule development the International Olympics 

Committee pivots from the vertical argumentation pattern to a horizontal one. The 

committee maintains that a hierarchy creates horizontal stability within the 

male/female classification system. The IOC concludes, “rules should respect the 

essence of the male/female classification.”295 Rules “guarantee the fairness and 

integrity”296 of two separate, but equal containers of male and female in competition 

in order to protect the values of the Modern Olympic Movement. 
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 By analyzing the texture of the discourse, the modernistic reliance of Truth 

embedded in the International Olympic Committee press release is uncovered. The 

reliance on modernistic categories causes the International Olympics Committee to 

reject contemporary definitions.297 The IOC is determined to protect the spirit of 

competition through the male/female classification system causing them to overlook 

the potential to expand, or dissolve the system. The IOC is too concerned with 

defining “female” that they fail to account for the flaws of the modern system. 

 The discourse of power communicates through a “set of rules which at a given 

period and for a given society” defines how the institution communicates and “limits 

the form of communication.”298 The framework of a sex binary in competition binds 

the discourse of the International Olympics Committee. They are limited by the 

knowledge that power produces and forced to negotiate contradictions within these 

limits. The IOC frames their discourse in the confines of a gender binary because that 

is all they know. The knowledge of the time dictates the desire of the organization to 

protect female competition. The need to place male and female into distinct 

containers comes from the modernist desire to uncover truth. 

 The modernistic reliance of scientific discourse translates the power of the 

gender binary within the IOC, rather than allowing them to produce their own 

knowledge. The reliance on control and order force organizations to create a system 

that places individuals into neatly organized containers and survey the containers to 
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ensure compliance.299 The exclusion of individuals who do not conform to the rules 

of the system becomes a necessary task to ensure order.  The need to ensure equality 

in competition is the “very reason for the distinction between male and female 

competition.”300 The International Olympics Committee’s guidelines that determine 

the eligibility of female athletes with hyperandrogenism act as the surveyor. “If an 

athlete fails or refuses to comply with any aspect of the eligibility determination 

process, while that is her right as an individual, she will not be eligible to participate 

as a competitor in the chosen sport.”301 Surveillance allows organizations to monitor 

the individuals and guarantee compliance with the rules power has transplanted 

within the institution. The creation of the eligibility determination process by the IOC 

protects the integrity of the male/female classification system.  

The reliance on scientific knowledge causes the International Olympics 

Committee to ignore the unique aspects of individuals within the system. The IOC 

and their affiliates must formulate a new, more accurate way to classify sex in the 

male/female binary in order to protect the honesty of competition. A shift from 

modernistic dependence on clean categories is needed to ensure that all athletes 

posses the opportunity to participate. By focusing on creating rules that “respect the 

essence of male/female classification and also guarantee the fairness and integrity of 

female competitions for all female athletes,”302 the International Olympics Committee 

prevents the practice of the principles of Olympism. The rules violate the Fourth 

                                                
299 Herrick, James A., The History and Theory of Rhetoirc: An Introduction. 
300 IOC, “IOC Addresses Eligibility of Female Athletes.” 
301 IOC, “IOC Addresses Eligibility of Female Athletes.” 
302 IOC, “IOC Addresses Eligibility of Female Athletes.” 
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Fundamental Principle of Olympism describes participate as “a human right.”303 In 

order for the Modern Olympic Movement to completely embody the Fundamental 

Principles of Olympism identified in the Olympic Charter, the IOC must move 

beyond the strict male/female classification found in competition. The desire to aid 

“the harmonious development of humankind” and “the preservation of human 

dignity”304 requires a shift in ideology within the movement. An ideological turn from 

a sex binary to individual athletic ability will provide fairness, equality, and 

participation in the Modern Olympics.  

Once the source of power has been unmasked, the process by which it governs 

institutions becomes evident. Attention to the institutional discourse uncovers the 

rhetorical constructions through which power operates. Special attention was paid to 

how the text operates to create a (false) male/female binary by setting up rules to 

regulate female bodies and their athletic performances.  Analysis of the April 5, 2011, 

press release exposes the modernistic reliance on scientific knowledge that guides the 

discourse of the International Olympics Committee and the Modern Olympic 

Movement. The need to cleanly order individuals forces a reliance on a gender duality 

and the desire to control the system creates the need for rules that determine 

eligibility of female athletes who do not precisely fit in their container. Athletes need 

to be viewed based on their performances, not on their gender. The IOC should be 

concerned with preserving the right to participate, not the gender binary that has 

constantly failed to recognized human variation. In order to be truly inclusive, the 
                                                
303 International Olympics Committee, Olympic Charter: In Force from 8 July 2011 
304 International Olympics Committee, Olympic Charter: In Force from 8 July 2011.   
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IOC need recognize the natural variations of androgen levels in both male and female 

athletes and create a model of classification that includes all humans. Identification of 

the ideological framework that structures the movement allows for the rejection of the 

traditional male/female classification and for action that ensures equality in 

competition, potentially ushering in a Post-Modern Olympic Movement.   
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Chapter VI 

Conclusion 

In this thesis, I analyzed two sets of texts, one masculine and one feminine, in 

order to determine how the media construct gender performances in relation to 

athletic bodies. I analyze both sets of texts utilizing a critical cultural lens to uncover 

the role the body plays in the evaluation of athletes and their performances and how 

deep seated cultural ideologies discipline and regulate sporting bodies. The first 

analysis looked at a series of newspaper articles from daily national newspapers that 

focused on individual athletes who suffered an injury while playing football. The 

second analysis was of the April 5, 2011 International Olympic Committee’s press 

release concerning their new gender testing policy. I chose to evaluate multiple 

articles in the first chapter because they focused on individual athletes and I wanted to 

be able draw a generalized (all be it contextualized to the experience of NFL athletes) 

account of the discourse. The second analysis examined only one text because it 

addressed all female athletes who wish to participate in the Olympics and events that 

are associated with the Olympics. The press release was also reprinted in multiple 

media outlets. Therefore, the analysis can center on the press release because the 

single text has implications for a large number of athletes.  

The study of sports offers a unique view of how bodily performances are 

evaluated because sports are a place in which the discourses that are produced in and 

around it (re)produce dominant ideologies and identities. Sports act as a space for 

identification, one in which membership is gained and lost through participation. 
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Sports represent cultural ideologies of gender relations and proper performances of 

masculinity and femininity as if they were natural. Sport is the last place in which sex 

segregation is seen as necessary to promote fairness and equality. Due to the 

naturalization of gender in sports, few people critically think about the effects that 

hegemonic gender ideologies have on individual athletes and their sporting 

performances.  

My thesis works to challenge these dominant cultural conceptions of the 

physical bodily performances in sports. I show how we view bodies and how the 

person, their character, and ability are read through their sporting performance. The 

thesis shows how “masculine” performances are communicated in the media. Notions 

of speed, toughness, autonomy, and domination are considered a positive in male 

sports and a negative in female sports. Specifically, this thesis evaluated how 

mediated sports, specifically professional football and the Modern Olympics, 

(re)produce hegemonic gender ideologies. I examined the text utilizing a critical 

cultural lens in order to show that media framings of athletes’ bodies affect the way 

we view gender. Critical cultural analysis is of particular use in this analysis because 

sports are not strictly biological and physiological expression of the body; they are 

social institutions that are constantly influx with changing definitions of what is 

considered acceptable/unacceptable. The analysis revealed that the media highlights 

dominant masculinities and punishes the elite performances of feminine bodies. The 

media work to restabilize normative gender performances through their discourse and 

explain what actions are needed for continued membership in the culture. Gender 
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ideologies are pervasive in our culture and they are hard to overcome, even when we 

are aware they are there.  

The first analysis focused on media constructions of masculinity. The analysis 

revealed how the focus on and promotion of hegemonic masculinity encourages male 

athletes to use strength, speed, and power to achieve/maintain their status as a man. 

The analysis revealed that the media utilized three frames— individual choice, 

commitment to team, and desire to play— to normalize risk, pain, and injury in 

sports. The naturalization of risk taking behaviors in sports helps athletes to 

rationalize and accept brutal bodily violence as part of the game. This normalization 

also encourages athletes to view their bodies as tools. Seeing the body as a tool leads 

athletes to disregard pain and injury and silence their bodies in an effort to continue to 

play.    

The second analysis focused on the construction of femininity in the media. 

Specifically, the analysis evaluated how the female body is positioned within the 

discourse of the April 5, 2011 International Olympics Committee’s press release. The 

analysis revealed that the need to classify bodies into mutually exclusive categories 

does not stem from biological fact, but the modernistic need to classify and name 

objects. This need to neatly categorize individuals leads us to overlook (or devalue) 

natural human differences and biological diversification. Thus, the gender issues is 

not located within the female body, but in the system of classification itself.  

Because bodies are the first things we see when we look at athletes, it is 

important that communication scholars look critically at bodily discourses in and 
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around sports. Cultural preoccupations with violence cause sports to become an 

extremely hazardous space in which pain and injury are glorified as proof of one’s 

ability. The media work to show society culturally appropriate performances of 

athletes not only by highlighting stories of athletes who serve as examples of 

appropriate action in sports, but also by presenting stories of athletes who are 

disciplined because of improper performances of gender. Thus, the media acts as a 

purveyor of gendered performance in sport, constantly surveying the space in an 

effort to teach proper performance and discipline improper performance. Sport has 

become— due in part to the media— the primary space for the (re)production of 

traditional gender ideology in Western Cultures. 

  The athletic body is highly symbolic. Gender is evaluated based on the bodily 

performances of athletes. Conventionally, sports teach both male and female athletes 

proper performances of their gender. How athletes choose to use their bodies in and 

through sports often has dire consequences on how the body is evaluated in society 

and the media. Media emphasis on bodily violence not only has implications for 

professional and elite athletes, but for amateur and leisure athletes as well as children. 

Athletes at all levels consume sports media and if the media preaches that violence 

against the self through over training, pushing the body to its physical limits, and 

playing while injured is the way to achieve greatness, than that is what athletes will 

think is normal. Also, by showing that female athletes are supposed to perform at a 

level below male athletes they teach young athletes that boys should be better than 

girls and that if a girl beats a boy there is a chance she is not a “real” woman or that 
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the boy is not a “real” man. When positioned in the traditional binary framework, the 

athletic body is the embodiment of hegemonic masculinity. Thus, the athletic body is 

interpreted based on how closely it conforms to culturally acceptable definitions of 

masculinity and femininity.  

Critical evaluations of these texts revealed four of the problems found in 

modern, commercialized sports. First, we see the body as being strictly biological. As 

scholars, we often talk about gendered and bodily performances but neglect the actual 

mechanisms of the body. The problem is in how we view the body. We see the body 

as being strictly biological. As scholars we often talk about gendered and bodily 

performances but neglect the actual mechanisms of the body. We fall into the 

Cartesian split of mind vs. body, and thus locate the individual in the mind. We study 

the mind, but rarely study the body. Dualistic ideologies has caused the human body 

to become external to the person and defined in disembodied terms. Thus, We do not 

have an issue marking the body because it is not seen as the essence of the person. 

This notion is evident in the first analysis in the commidifiction of the body. This is 

particularly evident in the Me, Myself, and I and There is no I in Team themes found 

in the first analysis chapter. It is also evident in the fact that the IOC states that the 

athletes are still “female” they are just a different type of female. They can be 

considered a female in other aspects of life, just not in sports where the physiological 

body matters.  

Second, sports emphasize bodily violence. Sport celebrates the testing of 

bodily limits and encourages athletes to take risks and suffer ill health through sports 
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participation and to modify the body in order to fit the norms of the sport in which 

they wish to succeed. The body is something to be controlled. It is seen as something 

that is lacking and isolated in physical performances. We are ashamed of our bodies 

so we train them in an effort to achieve the ideal, which helps to increase the level of 

pride we have in our bodies. However, we can never reach the ideal, meaning that 

that there is always a certain level of shame associated with our bodies. According to 

Deleuze it is this shame causes us to discipline and regulate ourselves.  

This emphasis on bodily violence is particularly evident in the first analysis 

chapter. The analysis reveals that the media highlights athletes taking the decision to 

play into their own hands (Me, Myself, and I) because they feel the need to sacrifice 

their bodies for the team (There is No I in Team) and because they love the game. 

The media’s emphasis on character of the athletes associated with their willingness to 

play injured shows athletes (both famous and amateur) that in order to distinguish 

yourself and be a good teammate, you need to push your body to and past its physical 

limit. This problem also shows up in the second analysis when the IOC states that 

female athletes with hyperandrogenism will be able to participate in sports if they 

follow the recommendation put forth by the medical professional. This shows that the 

body, even at the hormonal level, is something that can be manipulated in order to 

conform to the “norm.”  

Athletes train because they need their bodies to be and look and perform a 

certain way in order to be successful. The increased commodification of bodies has 

lead society to become preoccupies with appearance and presentation of the body. 
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The closer the body conforms to the ideal, the more productive it can be. The 

commodification of the body has made it something to be packaged, marked, and 

sold. Bodies that do not fit the ideal are seen as being out-of-place and removed from 

the preverbal store.  This willingness to do violence often results because of 

overconformity to the sports ethic. Overconformity often is not punished because it is 

good for those involve. Coaches and team owners often profit from more dedicated 

players. If it could be made less profitable, say by writing in long-term health 

insurance, owners would not be as willing to let players pay injured.  

Third, athletes are encouraged to perform along traditional gender lines. Thus, 

male athletes are expected to be aggressive and dominating whereas female athletes 

should strive for inclusion and gracefulness. Adherence to these gender norms 

constructs sports as a masculine space, one in which men must act as men in order to 

belong and female athletes who succeed often have their femininity challenged and, 

in extreme cased, the athlete is excluded from participating in the sport all together. 

This is due, in part, to the Burkean concept that identification is compensatory to 

division. Simply stated, by identifying with (or performing) one set of norms, an 

individual automatically sets themselves apart from the opposing norms. 

The construction of masculine space is particularly salient in the first analysis. 

The media highlights the three themes Me, Myself and I, There is no I in Team, and 

Love of the Game to show proper gendered performances of male athletes. These 

frames all highlight the particular sacrifices and outstanding character of elite 

athletes. The emphasis on these three frames shows athletes how to perform in order 
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to fit into the masculine space. The second analysis shows women how not to perform 

in order to be considered feminine. Female athletes frequently find their femininity 

challenged in sports because of their performances. The analysis reveals that female 

athletes who do perform at a high level (one close to or equal to men) may end up 

having their femininity challenged and be excluded from the feminine space. The 

Burkean concept of identification leads individuals to construct polar opposite 

binaries in which individuals must belong to one or the other.  

Fourth, the way the media frames athletic performances (re)produces 

dominate gender norms. The media glorifies the risky, violent behavior of male 

athletes and criticizes (or ignores) similar performances by female athletes. The 

media frames athletic bodies in a way that locates gender and sex within the body. 

Currently the body is through what Michele Foucault called the “clinical gaze.” 

According to this notion, the patient evolves into a “clinical case” that is a complex of 

cells that can be measured and “cured” through the advent of medicine. Thus, the 

body becomes something that can “fixed” and regulated through science, it is 

something that can be surveyed, manipulated and disciplined in order to fit the status 

quo.  

The second analysis is the best example of this problem; the IOC is defining 

the term “female” based on androgen levels present in the body. Female athletes who 

perform well have their femininity challenged, however male athletes who perform at 

a high level and risk their health do not have their masculinity challenged. In the first 

analysis the media glorifies men who take risk with their health in order to paly, 
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however, the second analysis shows that female athletes are punished (through gender 

testing) when they try to push themselves. The IOC claims that they are performing 

these tests in order to protect the health of the female athletes involved. Thus, 

femininity becomes a diagnosis, something that is wrong with the body. Sport 

socially segregates and positions athletes as the “other” in order to define the 

standards of inclusion.  

Society still struggles over the meaning, purpose, and organization of sports. 

Sports are still organized around various forms of exclusions and segregation based 

on race, ethnicity, gender, age, and ability. Through the examination of mediated 

discourses about the NFL and the Olympic, I have shown how cultural ideologies 

shape how audiences view the body and how these ideologies are used to regulate and 

discipline athletic bodies. The analysis reveals that the way we view the body fosters 

the idea that equality can be achieved through the disciplining and regulating of the 

body to match cultural definitions of masculinity and femininity.  

A better way to define participation would be to look at the performance 

ability of the individual athlete. While I am not arguing for the complete removal of 

segregated sports, I will argue that separation based on gender/sex may not be the 

most effective model. Dividing athletes into categories such as level 1, 2, 3, etc. 

would allow for 1) more fairness in competition and 2) would more accurately 

account for the natural variation found in the human body. This method would work 

well because it does not challenge the notion that there are only two sexes that is so 

deeply imbedded in most cultures. However, sex-integration in sports is difficult. In 
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the few sports that are integrated, gender ideologies are still present. Men feel the 

need to help the women or to “take it easy on them,” because they are not as 

physically capable. Also, when women do beat men the women are often described as 

being “masculine” and the men are defined as being “feminine.” The only way to 

combat this ideology is to give voice to alternative notions of sex and gender based 

performances. Through education we may be able to open up the door for more 

integrated sports and decrease the notion that men should be bigger, faster, and 

stronger than women.  

What is needed is a fresh perspective on violence in sport. Scholars and media 

personnel need to move beyond a de-contextualized approach and view sport and 

violence as a communicative process, one in which cultural meaning is constructed 

through discourse. We need to evaluate the discourse in and around sports in order to 

make them more humane and inclusive activities that enhance individual and 

collective well-being. We need to focus less on the disenfranchisement of bodies and 

more on the link between the person and their body. Once we start to look at the 

individual versus their gendered performance, we will be able to see people for who 

they truly are.  

A good starting point would be to collaborate with medical professionals and 

ex-players who can attest to the long-term health effects on the body. This dialogue 

has the potential shift the psychological mindset of athletes from the need to 

constantly train in order to obtain the ideal body and have them focus more on the 

holistic self, one that falls within natural limits of the human body. There is a need to 
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show athletes that training is not always productive and that it can, in fact, lead to 

injury. The goal is to have healthier athletes now and when they are retired.  

One of the easiest ways to achieve this goal would be to reduce the stigma 

associated with “injury” and change how we view “health” and “injury” altogether. 

Because of the separation of mind and body, pain and injury in the body is not the 

same as it being in the self. This dis-embodies rhetoric places control of pain in the 

mind. The injured body is seen as being out of control. Athletes have the ability to 

bring the body back under the control of their mind.  

The culture of risk has worked to normalize experiences of pain. The athletic 

sub-culture serves as a framework for individuals for how they disclose pain, to 

whom they disclose as well as when and who to hide it from. We live in a pain-killing 

culture, meaning that pain is silenced and forced to the margins of public discussion 

and debate. We have reduced pain to system of signals that can be measured. Doctors 

often ask patient to describe their pain on a scale of 1-10 and athletes as described as 

being a certain % of ready. This emphasis on quantification has lead to further 

quantification of the body i.e. defining femininity based on androgen levels. Instead 

of focusing on the average, our concept of pain should focus on individual 

experience. It should take into account both physical pain and mental pain. We should 

look at the health rather than the illness of the individual. Treatments should be seen 

as promoting health rather than as fixing something that is wrong. 

In conjunction with changing how we view health and injury in sports we 

could also change how we approach training regimes. Currently training regimens 
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focus primarily on bulking up the body, make it into a war machine. However, this 

can lead to further injury. Training could easily incorporate activities that would help 

athletes to resist injury by incorporating drills that are normally reserved for physical 

therapy. Once again the goal is to be proactive rather than reactive.  

We also need to change how we view violence in sports. Recently those 

involved have claimed to crack down on violence in sports. Governing organization 

have implemented rules used to protect players and increased the fines associated 

with breaking these rules. There has also been an increase in charges and fines for 

athletes who commit crimes such as drinking and driving and drug possession. 

However, there are currently no fines for players who willing take risk with their own 

health and pay with injures.  

The media also has become more critical of sports in general. The media has 

always been hypercritical of athletes who commit acts of brutal violence such as 

Jovan Belcher who shot his girlfriend and then committed suicide and Aaron 

Hernandez who is accused of homicide. In the past these athletes would have been 

considered bad apples, exception to the rule, but the media are starting to question the 

role of normalized violence in these events and are starting to hold the culture of 

violent sport partially responsible. However, the definition of violence still pertains 

primarily to acts of violence against other. In Chapter 2, I proposed a definition of 

violence that included violence to the self. We need to educate athletes on long-term 

effects that that things like over-training and steroids have on their bodies.  
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Recently, the blind acceptance of violence against the self has started to 

change. On June 7, 2012 several former NFL players and their families filed a joint 

concussion lawsuit in a Federal court in Philadelphia. Currently there are more than 

4,200 individuals involved in the litigation that is concerned with the deception and 

denial of the effects of concussions. The biggest issue facing the suit is that the NFL 

claims that the ex-players have no standing to file such suits because the injury issues 

were covered by collective bargaining agreements.  

On August 30, 2012 the NFL asked for the case to be thrown out based on 

Section 301 of the Labor Management Relations, which would keep the players from 

suing and move the complaint into arbitration. The NFL claims that it is a “labor 

dispute” issue that should be resolved using the collective bargaining agreement. The 

Judge is supposed to rule on the motion on July 22, 2013.  

If the case stands, the NFL will most likely claim volenti no fit injuria 

(voluntary assumption of risk). It will be up to the players’ lawyers to show that the 

NFL withheld crucial information about the effects of concussions. They will also 

have to prove that the concussion dispute goes beyond the terms of the contracts 

between the league and players’ union. This case stands to drastically shape the 

culture of sports as a whole. If it makes it to court the case will drastically change the 

dynamics of labor relations and collective bargaining as well as volenti and players’ 

rights.   

In order to achieve these goals and make sports safer and more inclusive for 

everyone invovled we must push for a rhetoric of fairness and equality. A rhetoric of 
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fairness and equality not only refers to issues of race, class, and gender, but also of 

mind and body. We need to create a rhetoric that can help us “overcome” the dualistic 

notions we still hold of the body, an embodied rhetoric. An embodied rhetoric would 

take natural variations of the human body into account. An understanding of the 

rhetoric being used and critical evaluation help to highlight the underlying ideologies 

that are driving the discourse. This understanding can help open up doors and bring 

about a dialogue between scholars and those in the industry to bring about real 

change.  
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