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THE LANGUAGE OF SPORT AND THE SOC IAL CONSTRUCTION OF 

GENDER 

I NTRODUCT ION 

Feminist sc hola r s  have a r gued that thr o ugh the 

e x clusion of women and t h e  association of men wit h  

p hysical c ompetence, power and even violence, the 

institution of sport has traditionally pr ovided men with 

a homosocial sp h e r e  of life that bolster s  the ideology of 

male s u p e r iority (Messner ,  Duncan, & Jensen, 121 ) . 

F eminists have also a r gu e d  that as the e x pe r iential and 

m o r al e x p r ession of our  cultu r e, common Englis h 

vocabula r y  - and t h e  language of s p o r t  in p a r ticular -

p o w e r fully r einfor ces, p r otects, and p e r petuates 

patr ia r c hal and se x ist social o r der ( Miller 5 5 - 5 6). In 

essence , feminists hold that if everyday language is a 

c r itical constituent of social r eality and of the social 

s caffolding upon w hic h the p atr iar c hal and s e x ist social 

o r der is e r e cted, then the e v e r yday language of s p o r t, 

w hic h embo dys the 11 • • •  vir ulent, anti-woman and anti-
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feminine i deology that pervades the structure and 

dynam i cs of sport . . .  " ( Bout ilier & San G i ovanni 18 ) i s  no 

less a cri t i cal c ons t i tuent of thi s repress i ve order . 

To effect ively evaluate the role that the language of 

sport plays in construct i ng and perpetuat ing the 

patri archal and sex i st soc i al order, i t  i s  necess ary 

f irst t o  cons i der exactly how common Engl i sh vocabulary 

c ons tructs the soc i opol i t i cal process and there in the 

gender order and, second, to review the research 

regard i ng the role that the language of sport - language 

about sport, language within sport, and conversational 

sports metaphors - plays i n  rout inely devalui ng, 

tri v i alizing, and degrad i ng women in our s o c i ety . 

THE ROLE OF LANGUAGE I N  THE SOCI AL CONSTRUCTION OF 

GENDER 

W i th i n  the soc i opoli t i cal process language may be · 

regarded as both an agent and an express i on of soc i al 

a ct i on and poli t i cal organi za t i on. Thi s  v i ew of language 

deri ves from an ethnograph i c  encounter w i th the use of 

speech in everyday s i tuat i ons and i s  based on the 
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p erspect i ve that l anguage i tself i s  at once a sens i t i ve 

i ndex of soc i a l  rel a t i ons and an important s ort of act i on 

w i th important sorts of mater i a l  consequences . As a 

resul t, the everyday use of l anguage ra i ses important 

p o l i t ica l and economi c  quest i ons about what ord inary 

words actua l ly accomp l i sh .  

Unt i l  recently, the soci a l l y construct i ve aspect of 

l anguage was ei ther unrecogni zed or i gnored and l anguage 

was regarded as essent i a l ly a descr i pt i ve i nstrument, or 

one that Myers and Brennei s  refer to as " an unfortunatel y  

c l umsy way of mak ing pro p os i t i onal statements about facts 

in the wor l d " ( 5 ) . That i s, by focus ing on l anguage a s  

referent i a l  rather than as soci a l ly generat ive, soci a l  

sc ient i sts fa i led t o  concep tua l ize l anguage a s  a 

pragmat ic, mul t ifunct i ona l i ns trument that i nherent ly 

res i des w i thin the very vortex of s oc i a l  l ife and that i s  

a constitutive social activity i n  i ts own r i ght . 

Reinforced by the deve l opment of l i ngu i s t ics as a 

s tudy of texts, the concept i on of language as a pass i ve 

ref l ect i on of rea l i ty and a mere i ns trument of 

communica t i on . i s  now bei ng cha l lenged . In short, soc i a l  

sci ent i sts now apprec i a te the p o s s i b l i i ty that common 

t a l k  - even i d l e  chatter - m i ght in i tsel f  represent a 

s i gnificant way of i nfl uenc i ng and effect i ng cul tura l 

rea l i ty .  W i thin thi s  perspect i ve a l l  l i ngu i s t i c  forms -

even the most qui escent and seem i ngly i nocuous - are 
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r egarded as str ateg i c  a c t i o ns c r eated as r espo nses to 

cultur al a nd i ns t i tut i o n al c o nt e x t s , a n d  thus wor thy of 

evalua t i o n  as mea n s  tha t  systema t i cally l i nk a n d  

perpetuate soc i o cultur al patter ns. 

Accept i ng the fact that ever yday lingu i st i c  sk i r m i shes 

both i n  nor mal la nguage a nd w i thi n for mal i ns t i tut i o ns 

o p e r a t e  as pol i t i cal act i o n s  a nd a r e  ge n e r a t i ve of the 

socal or der , la nguage assumes e no r m ous soc i ocultur al 

power . I n  other wor ds , far from mer ely r eflect i ng a n  

alr eady given soc i al r eali ty a s  p r ev i ously thought , 

la nguage now bec omes co ntested ter r a i n ,  a n  i de olog i cal 

battlegr ound or pr i mar y s i te if you w i ll , for compet i ng 

d i s c our ses wher e r eal a n d  poss i ble for ms of soc i al a n d  

poli t i c al life a r e  deter m i ned a nd co ntested . 

For e x  amp le , i n  W.9-.rc!.sL....2 .. rni .... .b!.Q.r.Den Mi 11 er e x pla i ns the 

powerful d i alec t i cal r ela t i o nsh i p  a m o ng la nguage , 

p a t r i a r chy , s e x i s m , a n d  ge nder by po i nt i ng out how the 

co nfus i o n  of the t e r m  " ge nder , "  wh i ch i s  a s o c i ally-

i nduced or soc i ally-acqu i r e d  attr i bute , w i th the t e r m  

" se x , "  whi ch i s  a b i ologi cally-give n cha r a c te r i s t i c, 

i nher e n tly vali dates li ngu i s t i c  a n d  cultur al s e x  

d i sc r i m i nat i o n: 

Thr oughout i ts h i s t or y , as Engli sh made the gr adual 
cha nge fr o m  gramma t i cal to natural ge nder , w o r ds d e no t i ng 
o c cupa t i o ns or pr ofess i o n s  could be a nd fr o m  t i me to t i m e  
w e r e  used for females a n d  males w i thout d i st i nc t i o n . But 
because males a r e  c o ns c i ously or unco nsc i ously c o ns i der ed 
the nor m , new fem i n i ne d e s i g na t i o ns were i ntr oduced a n d  
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accepted whenever the need was felt to assert male 
prerogat i ves . As the language i tself d o cuments, once 
certai n  occupat i ons ceased to be women's work and became 
trades or vocat i ons in wh i ch men predomi nated, the old 
feminine-gender words were annexed by men and became 
appropriate male des i gnat i ons . Then new end i ngs were 
ass i gned t o  women, qui te possi bly, in Fowler's phrase, to 
keep a woman from "assert i ng her r i ght" to a male's name 
(or h i s  job) . ( 49 , 5 1 ) 

To eluc i date the concept of the soc ially- i nduced term 

"gender" and i ts relat i onsh i p  to patriarchy, sex i sm, and 

the semant i c  and cultural devaluat i on of women, M iller 

next descri bes the i mportant c oncep t of "natural gender, " 

whi ch refers to the clas s i f i cat i on of nouns solely on the 

bas i s  of b i ologi cal sex, as in the terms "male" and 

"female . "  In her analys i s  of natural gender and i ts 

Engl i sh usage, M i ller expla ins that i f  a person i s  male, 

masculine pronouns are used to refer to him and he i s  

called by "masculine gender" words, such as husband, 

father, uncle . Because of thi s  part i cular lingu i st i c  

usage, M iller assert s  that even though a male's primary 

and secondary sex character i st i cs are male, " . . . the 

capab ili t ies of h i s  m i nd are no t sex-linked . . .  " (  53 ). 

M i ller states that thi s  is generally not true in a 

woman's case. In other words, Miller expla i ns that 

although an extens ive range of pos i t i ve characterist i cs 

i n  Engli sh used to def ine males could be used equally t o  

def i ne females, one perce ives males through our language 

mostly in terms of "human qual i t ies, " whi le females are 
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perceived often i n  terms of negat ive qua l i t i es "as s i gned 

to them as fema les " (59 ) .  

As i l l ustra t i on of thi s  phenomenon, Mi l ler analyzes 

the entry for " woman'' in Webster's Thi rd, whi ch provi des 

the fo l l ow i ng l i st of "qua l i t ies cons i dered d i s t i nc t i ve 

o f  womanhood " :  "Gent l eness, affec t i on, and domest i c i ty 

or .. . f i ck l eness, superf i c i a l i ty, and fo l ly." In 

contrast, M i l l er then c i tes Webster's Thi rd "qua l i t ies 

d i st i nc t i ve of manhood, " in wh i ch no negat ive a t tr i butes 

detract from the " courage, strength, and v igor" that the 

def i ners associ a te w i th ma l es (59 ) .  M i l l er nex t  c i tes the 

words "mascul i ne, manly, manl ike, and other ma l e­

asso c i a ted words " that are o ften used comp l imentari ly 

when a p p l i ed to women, such as the descr i p t i ve phrase 

"man ly determina t i on" ( 60 ) . In contrast, M i l l er states 

that the word " effemina te" mean ing "sof tness, weakness, 

unmanl y, not dynami c  or vigorous, " when a p p l i ed to a 

ma l e, i ntends a "cut t i ng i nsul t" ( 60 ) . 

In short, M i l l er c onc l udes that ma l e-a s s o c i ated words 

when app l ied to fema l es are genera l l y character 

enhanc i ng, whi le fema le-assoc i ated words when appl i ed to 

ma l es are not. Hence, fema l e-assoc i a ted words when 

a p p l i ed t o  a ma le, must be "hedged " to  avo i d  i nsul t  ( 6 1). 

Not i ng that lex i c ographers do not make up def in i t i ons 

"out of th in a i r, "  but s i mp ly fu l f i l l  a task to record 

how words are actua l ly used rather than how they should 
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be used, Miller further c o ncludes tha t  the examples 

E ngli sh lexi cographers choose to illus trate word mea n i ngs 

are, i n  essence, accurate revelat i o ns of ex i st i ng 

cultural expectat i o ns ( 60 ) . Accord i ngly, Smi th expla i ns 

how males have h i s tori cally c o nversed w i th males, thereby 

e n c o d i ng false pri n c i ples a nd expec tat i o ns i n  la nguage, 

thought a nd reali ty: 

Thi s i s  how trad i t i o n  i s  formed . A way of th i nk i ng 
develops i n  . . .  d i sc ourse through the med i um of the pri nted 
word as well as i n  speech . I t  has quest i o ns, solut i o ns, 
themes, styles, sta ndards, ways of look i ng at the world . 
These are formed as the c ircle of those presen t  bu ilds o n  
the work of the past . From these c i rcles women have been 
excluded . . . throughout th i s  per i od i n  wh i ch i deologies 
bec ome of i ncreas i ng i mport a n ce first as a mode of 
thi nki ng, leg i t imat i ng and s a n c t i o n i ng a soc i al order, 
a nd then as i ntegral i n  the orga n izat i o n  of s o c i ety, 
women have been deprived of the mea ns to part i c i pate i n  
creat i ng forms of thought relevant or adequate to express 
their own exper i ence or to def i ne a n d  ra i se soc i al 
co nsc i ous ness about the ir s i tuat i o n  a n d  
c o n cern s  . . .  ( Spe nder, t!.9-.D.._.t:'.!.s.fl.� .. Lari.suag.§t 143 ) 

I n  "Sex i sm as Show n through the E ngl i sh Vocabulary, " 

Nilsen further exami nes the cri t i cal role that la nguage 

plays i n  the soc i al co nstruc t i o n  of gender a nd of the 

patr i archal a n d  sex i s t  s o c i al order . I n  her a nalys i s, 

Nilsen asserts that i n  li ngu i s t i c  areas not spec ifi c ally 

co n nected to sex d i fferences, the sta ndard separa t i o n  of 

male a n d  female terms, like host, hostess, co n ductor a n d  

c o nductress, i s  used as much to i nd i cate the i dea o f  male 

ser i ous ness vs . female tri v i a l i ty as i t  i s  to i de n t i fy 
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t he s e x  of  t h e  r efer e nt . Nil se n  c o n c ludes t hat t his 

system of separ ate m a l e  a nd fem a l e  t e r m s  c l ear l y  

" s ho r t c ha n ges wome n., w h o  e nd up wit h t h e  l ess p r e s tigious 

tit l e s " (38, 39 ) .  

I n  " Ge nd e r -Marki n g  i n  Americ a n  E n g l is h: Usage a n d  

R e f e r e n c e, " Sta n l ey e f f e c tiv e l y  e x pa nds t h e  p r eceding 

t he o r etic a l  p e r s p e c tive s  on  l a n guage and ge n d e r  by 

ar guing t hat " natur a l  g e nder " as a g r ammatic a l  

c l assificatio n does not e xist in E n g lish, but r at he r  t ha t  

t h e  sema n tic s p a c e  of E ng l is h  i s  s t r uctur ed stric t l y  i n  

a c c o r d a nce wit h t h e  s e x -r o l e  s t e r e o t ypes of our socie t y  

in w hic h m a l e  i s  t h e  p r e v a l e nt a nd dic tating socia l 

s t a n dar d (Ni l s e n, 5 0 ) .  

As il lustr atio n, Sta n l ey cites t he use of  t h e  w o r d s  

man a nd mankind a n d  asse r t s  t hat sin c e  w o m e n  h a v e  b e e n  

" co g nitiv e l y  e x c luded " i n  t h e  actua l i n t e n d e d  use o f  

t he s e  ter ms, t hese w o r ds a r e  o f t e n  use d  as " ps eudo-

g e n e r ics " to  m e a n  male hum a n  being (53 ) .  As evid e n c e  of 

t his c o g nitive e x c lusio n of  w o m e n, Sta n l ey cites a n d  

a n a l yzes t he fo l l owing passage: 

Ma nki n d  has, ever since he b e g a n  to  t hink, w o r s hip p e d  
t hat w hic h he c a n n o t  u n d e r sta nd . . .  Yet m a n  i s  n o w  i n  t h e  
p ositio n of  facing t h e  ul timate unknowa b l e, w hic h ca n 
never b e  pe netrated as l o ng as he r emains i n  his p r ese n t  
p hysica l for m . . .  T he co n s t a n t l y  augme nting kno w l edge o f  
t h e  w o r l d  h a s  o n l y b e e n  ac hie v e d  by c e n turies o f  
d e dica t e d  work b y  me n of  scie n c e  . . .  W h e n  he  has g r o w n  
saf e l y  t o  adu l t hood h e  c a n  w a ke up i n  t he mor ning i n  his 
h e a t e d  or air -co n ditio n e d  house . . . a nd spe nd t h e  day in a 
g l ass a n d  p l astic o ffice . . . A nd to cap it a l l  he may , if 
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h e  r ea l l y so desir es , stay a t  home a n d  c ha nge i n t o  a s he! 
(54 ) 

I n  her a na l ysis .of t he above passage , Sta n l ey e x p l ains 

w ha t  s h e  c o nsid e r s  to be  t h e  w r it e r 's i n t e n t  in 

c o g nitiv e l y  e x c ludin g  w o m e n  from t h e  s e m a n tic space of 

t h e  w o r ds " ma n " a n d  " ma nkind " :  to  sig na l  to  his r eader s 

his n e gative attitude t o war d w o m e n  a nd towar d a ny m a l e  

" . . . s tupid e noug h to  vo l u n t a r i l y  accept a sub o r di n a t e  

r o l e  . . .  " ( 54 ) .  

F r om t he s e x ist sema n tic a n d  cog nitive co n t e nt of t h e  

above a r tic l e  a nd f r om a wide ar r ay of  o t h e r  simi l a r  

e x amp l es , Sta n l ey c o n c l udes t hat a t  t h e  v e r y  l east t h e  

use of  t he masculine ge nder e ncour ages E ng l is h  w r iter s 

a nd speaker s  to p e r c eive t h e  ma l e  se x as t h e  socia l 

sta ndar d ( 62 ) .  I n  c o nt r a s t  to m a l e  sema n tic space, 

S t a nc l ey a l so c o n c ludes t hat t h e  ce nte1 of f e ma l e  sema n tic 

space is composed of w o r ds t hat c o n note eit her distinc t l y  

suppor tive a n d  subor dinate r o l e s  o r  wor ds t hat de n o t e  

w o m e n  as ob jects of m a l e  c o n quest a nd possessio n. A s  

i l lust r a tio n, Sta n l ey cites fema l e  r efer e nt n o u n s  like 

c a r ,  b o a t, natur e , l a nd, a n d  s hip a n d  r efer s to t h e  

c l ar ity a nd compr e he nsiv e n ess of a l ega l t e x tbook 

de finitio n: " l a nd, l ike w o m a n, is for possessin g " (66 ) .  

Fina l l y , in " Ge nd e r -Ma1kin g  in Americ a n  E ng l is h: Usage 

and Refe r e n c e " S t a n l ey points out t hat w he n  women move 

into activities outside of t h eir t r a ditio n a l  r o l es as 
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w o m e n a n d  m o t h e r s, t hey move int o ''negative sema n tic 

space " a nd, as a r esul t, a woma n's a noma l ous positio n i n  

t his " sp a c e " must b e  m a r k e d  b y  t h e  a d ditio n of  a s p ecia l ,  

fem a l e-s p ecific marker l ike 1,.,1oman/female/lady, o r  by a 

s p e cia l " f eminine " suffix l ike -ess, - e t t e  o r  -ix .  

Accor ding t o  Sta n l ey, t he s e  l inguistic c o n n o tatio ns o f  

r igid l y-st r uc tur ed, cul tur a l l y-defi n e d, n e ga tive sema n tic 

space r ep r e s e n t  " . . .  t he p r ic e  for moving out of o n e's 

s ocia l l y  defined sema n tic space, as t houg h t her e wer e 

some t hi n g  not quite right wit h suc h a n  i ndividua l "  (67) . 

I n  sum, as o n e  r ef l ec t s  o n  t h e  b r o a d-ba s e d  citatio ns 

and t e l l in g  a na l yses in S ta n l ey's ar tic l e, t he power ful 

dia l ectic a l  bond b e t we e n  p a t r iar c hy, s e x ism a nd " ge nd e r  

marki n g " i n  E n g l is h  becomes inc r easi n g l y  appar e nt. Thus 

S ta n l ey c o nc ludes: 

Our l a n guag e  is s e x ist because our socie ty is s e x ist, 
a nd until t h e r e  is a sig nifica nt r ev e r s a l  of  the 
p r e va l e n t  a t titudes t o w a r d wome n, we  ca n not hope to 
accomp l is h  muc h . . .  Removing s e x is t  w o r ds, p hr ases, 
comparis o n, j okes a nd t he l ike is NOT changing t he 
E ng lish l a n guage . . .  humanity, people, persons, a n d  human 

being a r e  .not n e w  a dditio ns t o  t he E n g l is h  
vocabu l a r y  . . . T ho s e  w h o  oppose t he r em o v a l o f  s e x is t  
r e lics i n  E n g l is h  hope t o  obscur e t h e  r e a l  issues, w hic h 
h a v e  t o  do  wit h po l itica l p o w e r  . . .  they has b e e n  in use as 
a r e p l aceme n t  for i n definite p r o nouns a t  l east since 
C haucer.  O n l y  t he inf l ue nce o f  t he tr aditio n a l  ma l e  
g r ammaria ns has kep t  it out of so-ca l l ed F o r m a l  E ng l is h . 
M a l e  o m nip r e s e nce i n  our v o cabu l a r y  is o n l y  o ne of  t h e  
ways i n  w hic h w o m e n  h a v e  b e e n  kep t  i nvisib l e  i n  our 
s o cie ty w he n  t hey m o v e d  beyo nd t h eir tr aditio na l r o l es. 
I f  s e x ist t e r ms are r ea l l y s o  i n n o cuous a n d  trivia l ,  why 
is ever y o ne so a n xious to p r o tect t hem? (74 ) 
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Accept i ng t hat cultur a l  r es i st a n c e  t o  r em o v a l  of 

" se x i s t  r e l i c s " i n  Eng l i s h  is esse n t i a l l y  a symbo l i c  

e x pr ess i o n  o f  patria r c h a l  p o w e r , o n e  s hou l d  n o w  c o ns i der 

the n a tur e o f  t h i s  power a nd i ts tr e nc h a n t  abi l i ty t o  

s e ma nt i ca l l y  a n d  cul tur a l l y  d e v a l ue, t r i v i a l i ze , a nd 

degr a d e  wome n. 

!:':l..9.D.��:C..Q..SLl..J�.9..!Tl_lll.Y n . .i.£..?J:J:..9.D. He n l ey des c r i bes t h e  po  l i t  i ca l 

n a ture o f  p at r i ar c hy by e x p l a i n i ng t hat be hav i or s  t h a t  

ar i s e  f r om 

. . . t he power d i ffer e n t i a l  i n  our s o c i ety. . . ar e not 
sex d i ff e r e nces , t hey are power d i f f e r e nces. T her e is no 
" wo m a n  p r obl e m , "  t he r e  i s  a a n  o p p r ess i o n  p r obl em. T he r e  
i s  n o  "ba t t l e  o f  t he se x e s , "  t h e r e  i s  c l ass a n d  c a s t e  
w a r  . .  "The personal is political" . . .  t he r e  i s  n ot h i n g  we  
d o  . . . t ha t  does n o t  r e f l e c t  our par t i c i pa t i o n  in  a p o w e r  
system . . .  our po l i t i cs are t he w a y  w e  l i ve , as we l l  a s  
w hat w e  p r ofess. (8 1 , 1 9 2 , 1 98 ) 

I n  t e r m s  of  t h e  ab i l i ty t o  c o e r c e  o r  i nf l ue nce a n  

i nd i v i dua l t h r ough t h e  "co n t r o l  a nd d e f e n s e " of  e x i s t i n g  

r esour ce s , He n l ey t h e n  a na l yzes t h e  s oc i a l  a n d  

psycho l og i c a l  natur e o f  p a t r i a r c h a l  p o w e r  a nd i ts mor e  

b l at a n t  e x pr es s i o n , do�i na nce. Us i ng l a n guage as a 

p r i m a r y  "r esour c e " e x amp l e , He n l ey s h o w s  how by 

" def i n i ng , d i s m i ss i n g a n d  d e p r ecat i n g" w o m e n  E n g l i s h  has 

i ts e l f  become " ammu n i t i o n " f o r  the p a t r i a r c h a l  power 

s t r uc tur e t ha t  i n  effect puts wome n i n  a p os i t i o n  s i m i l ar 
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t o  a " due l er- w h o  faces a n  oppone nt wit h a gun w hic h 

points backwa1ds " ( 80 ) .  As  il lus t1atio n, He n l ey 1efe1s t o  

t he diffe1ing hist o1ica l a n d  co ntempo1a1y m e a nings for-

ma l e  a n d  f ema l e  d e sc1iptive nouns that define a n d  

d e1o g a t e  w o m a n  1outine l y  o n  t h e  basis of t h eir- se x . 

He n l e y  specifica l l y cite s  m a l e  wo1ds l ike " l o1d, " " king " 

a nd " p1ince, " w hic h have maintained t heir- histo1ica l l y  

" st a t e l y ' '  m e a nings, a nd in c o n t1ast cites simil ar- fema l e  

w o1ds l ike " quee n, " " madame " a n d  " mist1ess, " w hic h have 

commo n l y  e v o l ved to a c qui1e se xua l l y  " debase d " m e a nings 

( 81 ). 

Fina l l y, a l t houg h He n l ey 1ea lize s  t hat t he ul tim a t e  

1esu l t  o f  t h e  semantic " de1ogatio n" a n d  " dismissa l "  o f  

w o m e n i s  difficul t  t o  assess, s h e  c o nc ludes t ha t  " . . . no  

amount o f  l ab o1ato1y s tudies ca n measu1e t he d ay-to - d a y  

e ffects of mi l lions of  fema l es b e i n g  dai l y  su11ou nded a n d  

bomba1d e d  by a l a nguage t hat sug g e s t s  t hey a1e t1ivia l ,  

s e c o n d a1y, se x o b j ects, 01 just n o t  t he1e" ( 8 1 ) .  

C o ncu11ing wit h He n l ey, Mil l er- effectiv e l y  sums up t h e  

f a1-1a nging, hum a n l y  debilitative e f f e c t s  o f  w o m e n ' s  

" day-to-day " se.m a ntic a n d  cul tu1a l d e v a luatio n :  

T he 1o l e  e x pect a tions comp1essed into our- m a l e­
positive -impo1t a n t  a nd fema l e-negative -t1ivia l wo1ds a1e 
e x t1em e l y  damaging, as we  a1e begin ning to find out . T he 
f ema l e  s te1e o t�pe s  t hey c o nvey a1e obvious, but t he ha1m 
d o e s n ' t  stop t he1e . The inf l e x ib l e  dema nds made o n  m a l es, 
w hic h a l l o w  neit her- for- va1iatio n n or- for- hum a n  f1ai l ty ,  
a1e de huma nizing. T hey put a p1emium o n  a kind of 
pe1f e c tio n t hat c a n  be  ac hieved o n l y  t h1oug h s t1e ng t h ,  
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c ou r a g e , i n d u s t r y, a n d  f o r titude. T he s e  a r e  admir a b l e  
q u a l ities, b u t  if t hey ar e associa t e d  o n l y  wit h m a l es, 
a nd t h eir opposite s  ar e associated o n l y  wit h f e m a l es, 
t hey become s ex-r e l at e d  d ema nds t h a t  few i n divid u a l s  c a n  
f u l fil l. ( 61 ) 

A s  i l l us t r a t e d  i n  t h e  p r e viou s l y  cit e d  r esear c h  o n  

l a nguage a nd t h e  socia l c o nstr u c tio n o f  ge nder, it may be 

c o n c l ud e d  t ha t  by r outine l y  deva l uing, t r ivia l izing, a n d  

d e g r ading w o men , l a nguage - b o t h  ever yday a nd o t her wise --

p o we r f u l l y  r einfor c e s, p r o t e c ts, a n d  p e r p e t u a t e s  t he 

p a t r ia r c h a l  a nd sexist socia l o r d e r  . A c c o r ding l y, if 

l a ng u a g e  in g e n er a l  is a c r itic a l  co n s tit u e n t  of socia l 

r ea lity a nd of  t h e  socia l scaffo l di n g  u p o n  w hic h t he 

p a t r iar c h a l  a nd s e x is t  socia l or der is er e c t ed, t he n  t h e  

l a nguage of spo r t, w hic h embodies t h e  " . . .  vir u l e n t, 

a nti-wo m a n  a n d  a nti-feminine ide o l ogy t h a t  p e r vades t he 

s t r u c t u r e  a nd d y n amics of spor t . . .  " (Bou ti l ier & S a n  

Gio v a n ni, 18 ) is no l ess a critica l co n s tit u e nt of  t his 

r e p r essive o r der . 

T o  u nder sta n d  h o w  t he l a nguage of spor t power f u l l y  

r einfor ces, p r o t e c t s, a n d  p e r petuates t h e  p a t r iar c ha l  a n d  

s e xist s o cia l or der,  t he r esea r c h  r egar di n g  t h e  r o l e  t hat 

language about sport, language within sport, a n d  

conversational sports metaphors p l ay in  r ou tine l y  

dev a l ui n g, t rivia lizing, a nd deprecati n g  w o m e n  wil l b e  

r evie w e d. 
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THE I NSTI TUTI ON OF SPORT AND THE SOC I AL CONSTRUCTION 

OF GENDER 

By c o ntr i bu t i ng to h i s t o r i ca l  p a t t e r n s  of ma l e  

emp ower m e nt a nd fema l e  d i sadva ntage , o r ga n i zed s p o r t  has 

p l ayed a pr o f o u n d  a n d  cr i t i ca l  r o l e  i n  p r o du c i n g  a nd 

ma i nt a i n i ng m a l e  hegem o n y  i n  our soc iety . T hu s  E i t z e n a n d  

Z i n n  asser t t hat " . . . spor t r epr oduces p a t r i ar c ha l 

rel at i o ns t h r o u g h  four m i n i m a l i z i ng p r oces s e s: 

d e f i ni t i o n , d i r ec t  c o n tr o l , i g n or i ng , a n d  

tr i v i a l i zat i o n  . . . " (362) . Co ncur r i ng w i t h t h i s  

p e r spect i ve , Sage pos i ts t hat spo r t  " . . .  p r es e n t s  symbo l s  

a nd va l ues t hat pr eser v e  p at r iar c h y  a n d  w o m e n's 

s u bo r d i n a t e  p os i t i o n  i n  soc i ety . . .  " (44) , a nd ser ves i n  

b o t h  h i stor i c a l  a n d  c o n te m p o r a r y  ter ms as a n  i mpor ta n t  

r es o u r c e  t o  r eco nst i tu t e  a n  ot her w i s e  c ha l l e nged 

mascu l i ne hegemo ny (Mess ner , D u nca n , & Jense n 1 2 1 ) .  In 

e s s e n c e , by r out i n e l y  def i n i ng and t r eat i ng wome n as 

i nc a p a b l e  of equa l i ng me n i n  spo r t s  ab i l i ty a nd 

p e r f o r ma nc e , ma l e  p hy s i c a l  super i or i ty over w o m e n  has 
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been tr ans l ated into a m o d e l  of hegemoni c m a l e  soc i a l  

supe r i or i t y  t hat i s  entrenc hed i n  m a l e - c entered i deo l o gy , 

p o w e r e d  by a m a l e - c ent e r e d  wor l d  v i s i on , and s t r uctur ed 

b y  a m a l e- g ene r a t e d  vocabu l ar y . As  a r esult , t h e  

i ns t i t u t i on of s po r t  m a y  be  cons i der e d  a n  essent i a l  

i deo l o g i c a l  too l f o r  p r oduc ing and r ep r oduc ing t he 

d o m i n i on of men over w o m en , t he r e in p r es e r v i ng and 

r a t i ona l i z ing an asymmetr i c a l  d i v i s i on of l abor upon 

w h i c h  the status q u o  of  t he soc i a l  or der s u p posed l y  

depends . B o ut i l i er and San G i ovani e x p l a i i t h i s  dynam i c  

a s  fo l l ow s: 

. . .  ( spor t i s  ) c l ear l y  a patr i ar c ha l  i nst i t u t i on , 
ce l eb r a t i ng mas c u l i ne p o w e r , val u e s  and b e hav i or s . It i s  
o n  an equa l f o o t i ng w i t h  p o l i t i ca l , m i litar y , and 
econo m i c  inst i tu t i ons in t r a in ing , encou r ag i ng and 
r ew a r d ing t he p r i ma r y  emp has i s  on c ompet i t i on , 
d i s c i p l ine ,  r a t i ona l i ty, c ontr o l , p r o d u c t  and v i c tor y 
t hat r ef l ec t  t h e  m a j o r  andr ocentr i c  va l ue s  of  soc i et y  and 
t he p r of i l e  of w hat i s  c ons i der e d  q u intessent i a l l y  
mascu l ine . ( 1 7 ) 

THE LANGUAGE OF SPORT 

AND THE SOC I AL CONSTRUCTION OF GENDER 

E ven t ho u g h  f e w  a c counts of t h e  r o l e  of s p o r t  in t h e  

s o c i a l  cons t r u c t i on of gender have p a i d  at tent i on to t h e  

s u b j e c t  o f  l ingu i st i cs , t he l angu a g e  o f  s p or t  c l ear l y  

ref lec ts t h e  d e humani z i ng dynam i cs asso c i a ted w i t h  t h e  
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s e m a n t i c  deval uta i o n  of wome n . I n  o t h e r  w o r ds , t he 

l a nguage of spo r t  - language about sport, language within 

sport, a nd conversational sports metaphors - i s  r i fe w i t h  

se x i st e x p r es s i o ns , t r a d i t i o ns , a n d  customs t hat ser v e  t o  

s t r u c tu r e  a n d  soc i a l l y  v a l i da t e  t h e  r ep r ess i v e  

p a t r i a r c h a l  ge nder i de o l o g i es a n d  p r a c t i c e s  of o u r  

soci ety . T o  compr e he ns i v e l y  e v a l uate t he s p ec i f i c  r o l e  

t h a t  t h e  l a nguage o f  spor t p l ays i n  r e i n f o r c i ng , 

p r o t e ct i ng , a nd p e r p e t ua t i n g  t h i s  p a t r i ar c ha l a n d  s e x i s t  

soc i a l  o r d e r , r e sear c h  r eg ar d i ng t h i s  i ssue w i l l  n o w  b e  

r ev i e w e d . 

Language About Sport 

I n  M e s s ner 's , Du n c a n's , a nd Je nse n's " Separ at i ng t h e  

M e n  F r om t h e  G i r l s: T h e  Ge n d e r ed La n g u a g e  of Te l ev i se d  

Spor ts Repor t i ng " a nd i n  D u nca n's a nd Hasbr o o k's " De n i a l  

o f  Power i n  T e l e v i se d  Wome n's Spor t s , "  t he i ssue o f  how 

t e l e v i sed s p o r t s  c o mm e ntar y i n  our soc i ety r o ut i ne l y  

d e v a l ue s , t r i v i a l i ze s , a nd degrades wome n i s  c l os e l y  

e x am i ned . 

F o r  e x a mp l e , Mess ner , D u n ca n , a nd Je n s e n  assert t hat 

t e l e v i se d  spor ts r e p or t i ng c o ns i s te n t l y  i nf a nt i l i ze s  and 

deva l u es w o m e n  a t h l e t es by i ne qu i tab l y  " mar k i ng " wome n's 
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s po r t s  a nd w o m e n  a t h l et e s  as " ot her " a nd b y  equi voca l l y  

"fr am i ng "  w o m e n  a t h l et e s' accomp l i s hm e n t s  ( 1 2 1-137 ) .  

As  i l l us t r at i o n  of  suc h p r a c t i ces, Mess n e r , Dun ca n , 

a n d  Je n s e n  c i te t h e  popu l a r  t e l ev i se d  spo r ts cover a g e  o f  

t e n n i s  a n d  bas ketba l l  a nd t he star k c o ntr a s t  b e t we e n  t h e  

way t h a t  comme ntator s  commo n l y  r efer t o  m e n  a nd wom e n  

a t h l etes w i t h i n t hese s p o r t s . T hat i s, w h i l e  wom e n  a r e  

commo n l y  r efer r e d  to as " g i r l s, " "yo u n g  l a d i es, " a nd 

" wome n , "  ma l e  a t h l etes a r e  never r ef e r r ed t o  as "boys " 

but, r at her, as " me n, " "you ng me n," o r  "youn g  f e l l as" 

( 1 27 ) .  Mor eover , w h e n  a t h l e t e s  a r e  named , comm e ntator s 

u s e  t he f i r s t  name o n l y  of  w o m e n  a t h l e t e s  far m o r e  

freque n t l y  t h a n  t hey do for ma l e  a t h l e t e s  (304 t i mes vs . 

44 t i mes! ) . S i g n i f i ca n t l y, t h e  a u t h o r s n o t e  t hat t h e  

a t h l e t e s ' a g e  d i ffer e nc e s  fa i l  t o  e x p l a i n t he 

c omm e n t a t o r s' te nde n c i es to r e fer to wome n a t h l etes as 

"g i r l s " a n d/or " yo u n g  l a d i es , "  a n d  by f i r st name o n l y  

( 1 2 8 ) .  I n  add i t i o n  t o  b o t h  ma l e  a n d  fema l e  comme n t a t o r s' 

t e nd e n c i es t o  l i n g u i st i ca l l y  i nf a nt i l i z e  a nd 

s t e r e o typ i ca l l y  def i ne w om e n  a t h l etes w h i l e g r a n t i ng ma l e  

a t h l etes adult sta tus, Mess ner, Du nca n, a nd Je nse n a l so 

fou nd t hat t h e  qua l i ty of  t h e  comm e ntato r s' ver b a l  

a ttr i bu t i o ns of  success , fa i l ur e , str e ng t h a nd wea k n e s s  

for w o me n ' s  a nd men's spo r t s e v e n t s  t e nd t o  d i ffer 

(127 , 1 2 8 ) .  
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F or e x amp l e , in contr ast to men's basketba l l  

r e por ting , ver ba l a ttributions of s t r engt h  to women in 

women's basketba l l  a r e  of t en stated in ambiv a l ent 

l anguage like " s he's tiny , s h e ' s  sma l l ,  b u t  so e f f e c tive 

under t he boa r ds , "  e x p r e ssions t ha t  under mine or 

neu t r a l iz e  wor ds t h a t  conve y  pow e r  and s t r engt h .  T h e  

a u t hor s f u r t her not e  t ha t  t he commentator s a l so r outine l y  

gender mark fema l e  b aske tba l l  coac hes b y  r e f e r r ing to 

t hem in ter ms like "sc r eaming off t h e  benc h, " e x p r essions 

t hat oft en imp l y  " powe r l essness and a l ack of 

contr o l " ( 1 30 ) .  T he a u t hor s point out t ha t  simi l ar 

e x p r e ssions a r e  not used to describe m a l e  baske t b a l l 

coa c h e s . 

As a r es u l t  of t h eir r esear c h  on t h e  gend e r e d  l anguage 

of t e l e vised spor ts, Messner , Duncan , and Jensen conc l u d e  

t hat gender - at l east wit hin the r e a l m  o f  t elevised 

spor ts comment a r y  - is the ' ' dominant de fining fea t u r e  o f  

women a t h l et es's ha r e d  s u bor dinat e  status . "  I n  addition , 

t h e  a u t hor s fur t her conc l ud e  t hat spor ts media r einfor c e  

" . . .  t h e  over a l l t endency o f  spor t t o  b e  a n  institution 

t hat simu l taneou s l y  ( 1 )  cons t r ucts and l e gitimizes men ' s  

over a l l  power and p r ivil ege over women and ( 2 ) cons t r u c t s  

and l e gitimizes h e t e r o-se x u a l , w hite , midd l e-c lass men ' s  

power and privi l ege over s u bor dinat e d  and mar gina lized 

g r oups of men . . . " ( 1 32 ) . The author s a l so state t hat 

sinc e , unl ike " l ive" spor t , t e l evised spor t is an event 
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that is mediated by the comme ntators ' framing of the 

c o ntest , a te l e visio n viewer is thus l i ke l y  to be  

profou n d l y  affected by a ny mea nings - a n droc e ntric or 

otherwise - that he or she c o nstructs from a particu l ar 

s ports c o ntest ( 132 ) .  I n  l ig ht of this o b s ervatio n ,  

Mess ner , D u nca n , a n d  Je nse n the n assert that si nce 

l a nguage b oth ref l e cts a nd co nstructs socia l rea l ity 

( 134 ) ,  the media - a n d  sports media in partic u l ar - te n d  

to ref l ect t h e  socia l c o n v e ntio ns of g e nder-biased 

l a nguage a nd h e n c e  rei nforce our la nguage ' s  biased 

m e a nings , w hich co ntribute to the re- c o n structio n of 

socia l inequa lities ( 133 ) .  

To furt h er e l ucidate Mess ner ' s , Du nca n ' s , a n d  J e n s e n ' s  

c o n c l usio ns regarding the e x traordinary p ower of g e nder-

b a s e d , l i n guistic d efinitio n to c o nstru ct s ocia l 

inequa l itie s , socio l o gists Eitze n a nd Zin n  argue that 

{ge ndered} l a nguage p l aces w o m e n  a nd m e n  within a 
system o f. differe ntiatio n a nd stratificatio n .  L a n guage 
s u g gests h o w  w o m e n  a nd men  are to be  eva l uated . L a nguage 
embo dies negative a nd p ositive v a l u e  sta nces a n d  
v a l uations re l ated to h o w  certain groups within s ociety 
are appraised . L a n g u a g e  in g e nera l is fil l e d  with biase s  
a bout w o m e n a nd m e n . S p e cific l i n guistic c o n v e ntio ns are 
s e x ist w h e n  they iso l ate or stereotype some aspect of a n  
i n dividu a l ' s  nature or the nature o f  a group of 
individua l s  based on  their se x . . .  ( 363-4 ) 

I n  ' 'D e nia l of  Pow er i n  Te l evised Wome n's Sports " 

D u n c a n  a n d  Hasbroo k  co ntinue Mess ner ' s , D u n c a n ' s , a n d  
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J e ns e n ' s  discourse o n  t h e  l a nguage of spo r t  in te l e vised 

sports comme ntary , b y  ar guing that because ambiva l e nt 

sports r eporting r outin e l y  a nd inequita b l y  " defines" a nd 

" ig no r e s " w o m a n  athl etes a nd their accomp l is h m e nts , 

te l evised sports c o v e r a g e  may thus be co n sider ed a n  

i n f l u e ntia l pur veyor o f  e x c l usio n ary a nd de nig r ati n g  

s e xist ta ctics that symbo lica l l y  d e n y  power t o  wom e n  

( 239 ) .  

F o r  e x a mpl e , i n  t heir eva l uatio n of  t h e  live 1 98 6  

natio n a l  te l e visio n broadca st of m e n ' s  a n d  wome n ' s  NCAA 

Divisio n I bas ketb a l l  c ha mpio ns hip games , D u n c a n a nd 

Hasbr oo k f o u n d  that in co ntr a st to the m e n ' s  te l evised 

c overage a n  a n a l ysis of the game and play of  the tea m  was 

l arge l y  a b s e nt from the w o m e n ' s  c o v e r a g e . That is , duri n g  

the broa d c ast t h e  p hysic a l  s kil l s  of t h e  fema l e  

b a s ketba l l  p l ayers w ere virtua l l y  ig n o r e d  a nd inste a d  

were rep l aced b y  g e nder-based , ste r e otypica l  descriptio n s  

of a esthetic moveme nt s u c h  a s  " very pretty " a nd 

"beautifu l . "  I n  c o ntr ast , the physic a l  pr owess of the 

m a l e  p l a y e r s  were ofte n d epicted in terms of s kil l e d  

a c c o mpl is hm e nt l i k e  " gr eat , "  " powerf u l " a nd " pure" 

at h l etic s kil l ( 234 ) .  D u n c a n a n d  Hasbroo k a l so f o u n d  

t hat in mar ked co ntrast t o  t h e  a b s e n c e  of s u c h  

descriptio ns i n  wome n ' s  p l ay coverag e , comme ntary a b out 

the game p l ay of individua l m a l e  team members fre q u e ntl y 

suggested " me nta l power " and " k now l edge " a nd as 
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i l lustratio n cite descriptio ns li ke "smart f o u l , "  "smart 

p l ay , "  a nd "bril lia nt s hot" ( 233-234 ) .  Du nca n a n d  

Hasbroo k the n point o u t  t h a t  i n  t h e  w o m e n's c hampio n s hip 

c o v erage the degree of comme n tary o n  s trategy a n d  

t e c h nica l  a n a l ysis within t h e  wome n's g a m e  was a l l  b u t  

ig n ored . Rather , t h e  wome n's comm e ntary f o c u s e d  o n  w hic h 

f emale had possessio n of the ba l l , w hic h o n e  was s h ooti n g  

or w hic h o ne h a d  committed a vio l a tio n . In c o n tras t, the 

c om m e n tary i n  the m e n ' s  c o v erage was a tec h nica l p l ay-by-

p l ay a n a l ysis composed of muc h  tec h nica l jarg o n  a nd 

s trategic refere nce , suc h as " 2 -2- 1 f u l l -court press , "  

" 1 -4 offe nse, " and " grea t  w e a kside defe nse" ( 234 ) . U n l ike 

t h e  ��ome n's coverage, the broadcast reporters s e l dom too k 

tim e  durin g  the me n's game to commu nica te pers o n a l  

informatio n about a n  i ndividua l ma l e  p l ayer ( 234 ). From 

the above informatio n , D u n c a n a nd Hasbroo k thus posit: 

. . .  w hil e the commentary wit hin t h e  me n's c h ampio n s hip 
game rec o g nized a n d  there fore a f firme d  the game e l eme nts 
of p hysic a l  s kil l ,  k no w l edge , a nd s trategy, the 
comme ntary asso ciated with the wome n's game over l o o k e d  
and t h u s  symb o l ica l l y  de nied t h e s e  e l eme n ts . I n  this 
s e nse, t h e  te l e vise d  c o mm e n tary o f  t h e  wome n's g a m e  
c o ns tituted a d e nia l of  game , w hi l e  the te l evise d  
comme n tary of t h e  me n's game co nstitu ted a c o n firma tio n 
o f  game . ( 234 ) 

I n  "De nia l of Power i n  Te l evised Wome n's Sports , "  

D u n c a n  a nd Hasbroo k further e x p l ai n  h o w  te l e vised sports 

c overa g e  of the 1986 NCAA Division I bas ketb a l l  



c hampio n s hip games c o nstituted a ' 'de nia l of  team " to the 

fem a l e  p a r ticipa nts . I n  s ho r t , Du nca n a nd Hasb r o o k state 

that sin c e  bas ketba l l  is a team sport a nd since e a c h  team 

c o nsists of a gr oup of  individua l s  who are viewed as a 

c e ntr a l  u nit that c o mpetes against a nother ce ntr a l  u nit 

r ather tha n against a nother individu a l ,  to over l oo k  o r  

ig n o r e  the fact of this c e ntr a l  f o c u s  is in e s s e n c e  t h e  

d e v a l u ative act o f  "de nia l of  team" ( 233 , 234 ) .  

As  i l l ustr atio n of  this dis missive, linguistic 

ig noring of the inte g r ity of the wome n's team a nd i n  

star k o p p o sitio n t o  the "co nfir matio n of  team " of t h e  

m e n ' s  game comme nta r y  D u n c a n  a n d  Hasb r o o k cite the 

f o l l owin g  p l ay-by-p l a y  comme ntaries i n  whic h the emp hasis 

o n  the individual  fema l e  p l ay e r s' per so na l  bac kgr o u nds -

"t heir i n j u r ies , t h eir fami l ies , a n d  their p e r s o n a l ity 

c ha r a cter istics " ·- u nder s co r es the dearth o f  c omme nta r y  ··-

either by s c h o o l  name or by mascot - about the wome n ' s  

per f o r ma nce as a u nified team: 

B e v e r l y  Wil l iams star ts Te x as out a nd ties it up at 2; 
He r e's Fr a n  Har r is moving insid e . The 6-foot se nio r has 
giv e n  Te x a s  a 4-poi nt l ead; A nd he r e  comes Kamie 
Ethr idge; . . .  Cy nthia C o o p e r  brings it down; Cooper cuts 
it to 4; The f o u l  se nds Cooper to the l in e  . . .  the p l ay­
b y-p l ay c o mm e ntar y  in the m e n's game e m p h a sized the team 
r ather than the individ u a l  . . .  Du ke goes i nto a m a n -to-man; 
L ouisvil l e  2 -2- 1 f u l l - c o u r t  pr essur e; They have s hown 
g r eat i nterior motio n; Her e  come t h e  B l ue Devil s; over to 
L o uisville , last tou c hed by Du ke . . .  (234) 
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A t  t he e nd of  t h eir a nalysis of t h e  tele vised sports 

coverage of t h e  1 986 me n ' s  a nd wome n ' s  NCAA Divisio n I 

b a s k e tb all c hampio nship games , Du nca n a nd Hasbro o k 

c o n clude t hat b y  " ig nori n g" a nd " trivializing" t he f emale 

particip a nts ' me n tal , p hysical , individual , a nd t eam 

s kills , not o nly did t he broadcast narratio n of  t his 

e v e n t  c o nstitu t e  a symbolic de nial of power to t h e  female 

participa nts b u t  also a symbolic " de nial of sport . "  

D u nca n a n d  Hasbroo k  furt her assert t hat t hrou g h  t his 

symbolic d e nial o f  " power" a nd o f  "sport " to t h e  female 

a t hletes , t h e  networ ks clearly commu nicated t he view t ha t  

alt h o u g h  t he wome n's compe titio n is a n  import a n t  

i n tercollegiat e  c hampio nship , u nli k e  t he me n ' s 

c ompetitio n it is " neit her a real team sport nor a rea l  

t e am game , "  but merely a " pale imitatio n of real ( me n ' s ) 

b asket ball " ( 233 , 234 , 239 ) .  

T he issue of how media sports coverage d evalues female 

at hletic p erforma nce by trivializin g  female at hletes ' 

me n t al , p hysical a nd i ndividual s kills a nd 

acc omplishme nts - a d y n amic t hat in effect produces a nd 

reproduces t he dominio n of  me n over wome n - is furt her 

addressed in Halbert's a nd L atimer ' s  " ' Ba t tling ' 

Ge ndered La nguage: An A nalysis of t he La n g u a g e  Used b y  

S ports C omme ntators in a Televised C o e d  T e n nis 

C ompetitio n "  a nd i n  Birrell ' s  and Cole ' s  " Double Fau l t : 
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R e ne e  R i c ha r ds a n d  the C o nstr uct i o n  a nd Natu r a l i zati o n  of 

D iffe r e nce . "  

B y  s p e c i f i ca l l y  compa r i ng the l a nguage used by sports 

c o m m e ntator s  to descr i b e  M a rt i na Nav r at i l ov a  a n d  J i mmy 

C o n n o r s  1 9 9 2  te l ev i sed ' ' Battl e of the C hamp i o ns " coed 

te n n i s  c ompetiti o n , Ha l bert a nd Lat i m e r  e x p l a i n  how 

s p o r ts comme ntator s  deva l ue wome n ' s  ath l eti c 

p a r t i c i pati o n , a b i l i t i e s , a nd ac h i ev e m e nts ( 299 ) .  I n  

short, Ha l bert a nd Latimer r e l ate how these comme ntator s  

c o nstr uct/ r e c o nstr uct tr a d i t i o na l  g e nder b o u ndar i es by 

r outi n e l y  over emphas i z i ng the " fema l e ness ' '  of fem a l e  

at h l etes , a pr acti ce that r esu lts b oth i n  ge nder mar k i n g 

of the game its e l f  a nd u l t i mate l y  s e r v e s  to de ny a 

" ge nder l ess sports r e a l m " ( 307 ) .  

F o r  e x amp l e , after stati ng that s p orts c o m m e ntato r s  

r outi n e l y  gender mar k spo rts compet i t i o n  by co n s i ste ntl y 

r efer e nc i ng the e m ot i o na l /v u l ner ab l e  s i de of the fema l e  

c o mpetito r  a nd not the m a l e  competitor ( 30 4 ) ,  Ha l bert a n d  

L ati mer descr i be h o w  t h e y  fou nd that i n  t h e  " Batt l e  of 

C hamp i o ns " Mar ti na Navr ati l ova's fee l i ngs a nd emoti o na l  

v u l ner ab i l iti es wer e  r emar ked upo n 1 7  ti mes ( ' '  . .  Mar t i na 

wea r s  eve r y  emoti o n  r i g ht t h e r e  on the s l eeve , you k now 

w hat s h e ' s  t h i n k i ng - i t's i n  her face . Y o u  can just te l l  

b y  h e r  body l a nguage . . .  " )  w h i l e J i mmy C o n no r ' s  fee l i ngs 

a nd emoti o n s  we r e  har d l y  r efer e nced at a l l ( 304 ) .  F r o m  

the i r  r esea r c h  Ha l be r t  a n d  Latimer c o n c l ude that s i nc e  
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e m o t i o ns a n d  vul n e r abi l i t i es a r e  d e v a l ue d  i n  sports a nd 

sto i c i sm a nd i nd epe n d e n c e  a r e  va lued , t h e  effect of t h i s  

t ri v i a l i z i ng med i a  
·
pract i c e  i s  t o  d i m i n i s h  Navr a t i v l ov a ' s  

abi l i t i es as a " rea l " a t h l e t e  ( 304 ) .  Ha lbe r t  a n d  L a t i me r  

a l so c o n c lude t hat t h i s  p he nome n o n  n o t  o n l y  r ef l ects 

p r e s e n t  a t t i tudes about wome n's par t i c i p a t i o n  i n  s p o r t , 

but a l so t he fact t hat vie w e r s  a r e  f a l s e l y  educated o n  

w ha t  i s  " r ea l i ty" ( 307 ) .  

Co ncur r i ng w i t h  Ha l ber t ' s  a n d  L a t i me r ' s  f i nd i ngs 

regard i ng how med i a  spor ts cover a g e  r ef l ec t s  t h e  s o c i a l  

c o nv e n t i o ns o f  ge n d e r -bi a s e d  l a n guage t ha t  co ntribute t o  

t he r e- c o nstruct i o n  of  s oc i a l  i nequa l i t i es be t w e e n  m e n  

a nd w o me n , i n  "Doub l e  F aul t: Re n e e  R i c ha r ds a n d  t h e  

Co n s t r uc t i o n  a nd Na tur a l i za t i o n  o f  D i ffere n c e" B i rr e l l 

a nd Co l e  e x p l a i n  h o w  eve n t houg h R e n e e  R i c ha r ds ' 

tr a ns s e x ua l i sm a p p e a r s  to  c ha l l e nge fun d a m e n tal cu l tur a l  

a s sumpt i o ns regard i ng n o t i o ns o f  ge nder , s e x  a n d  

d i ff e r e nc e s  t h er e i n, c l oser a n a l ys i s  r ev e a l s  t h a t  

" ... var i ous med i a  fr ames i nvoked t o  e x p l a i n  t he m ea n i ng 

of  R e nee R i c har ds r ep r o duce r at he r  t h a n  c ha l l e nge 

d o m i n a n t  ge nder arr a n g em e n t s  a nd 

i deo l o g i es . . .  spec i f i ca l l y t h e  assump t i o n  t hat there ar e 

t w o  a nd o n ly t wo, obv i ous l y  u n i v e r s a l ,  natura l ,  b i p o l ar, 

mutua l l y e x c lus i ve s e x e s  t hat necessar i l y cor r espo n d  t o  

s t ab l e  ge nder i de nt i ty a nd ge ndered be hav i or . . . " ( 1,3 ) 

As i l l ustr a t i o n, B i r r e l l  a n d  Co l e  describe how i n  t he 
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c ase of the " se x u a l  a no m o l y" of  Richards - a nd in 

co ntrast to m a l e  ath l etes - the media fo l l ow e d  their 

c o n v e ntio n  of detai l i n g  the physica l appeara nce of a 

fema l e  athl ete ( 9 ) ,  rather tha n  her performa nce s kil l s  

a nd/or accomp l ishm e n t s : 

Dr . Richards disp l a y s  traits associated with both 
s e x es . The soft hus ky v oice is mostl y m a l e  but the high 
che e k b o n e s , shap e l y  l egs , gracefu l g o l d  pierec e d  earring s  
a nd peach nail p o l ish . . .  are disti n ctl y f e m a l e  . . .  ( The New 
York Times, August 2 1 , 1976) 

Like Ha l bert a n d  Latimer , Birre l l  a nd C o l e  co n clude 

that sport is not o n l y  a 

. . .  ge nder producin g ,  ge nder affirming s y stem but . . .  a 
differe n c e  a nd power producing system . . .  a ce ntra l site 
f or the n atura lizatio n of s e x  a nd ge nder diff ere nces . . . a 
n arrative structured aro u nd physica l superiority in which 
s e x  dif fere nces are u nd erstood as , a nd thus reproduced 
a s , rea l  a nd mea ningfu l . . .  ( 1 8) 

E x te n di n g  Birre l l ' s  a nd Co l e ' s  above eva l uatio n that 

sports media coverag e  is a ce nta l site for natura lizing 

sex  a n d  ge nder dif fere nces betw e e n  me n a nd w o me n , i n  

�.9..!I!.�.D. .... � .... .b.9. .. D..9.�.?..9.�--j,.JJ __ .. I..LS..Il§..i..t. . .t�;rn He n l e Y e x p l a i n s how t h i s 

sema ntic doub l e  sta ndard operates to deprecate wome n : 

The d e prec a tio n of w o m e n  i n  the E ng l ish l a nguage is 
see n  in the c o n notatio ns a n d  m e a nings of words app l ie d  to 
fema l e  a n d male things . Diff ere nt ad jectives are o f t e n  
a p p l ie d  t o  the actio ns o r  productio ns o f  the diff ere n t  
s e x es . . . .  A woma n ' s  se x is commo n l y  treated a s  if i t  is 

26 



t he most sa l i e n t  c har acter i s t i c  of her be i n g, but t h i s  i s  
n o t  t he case for m a l es . T h i s  s i tuat i o n  i s  t he bas i s  o f  
muc h of  t he d ef i n i ng o f  wom e n, a nd i t  under l i es muc h o f  
t h e  d e p r e c a t i o n  . . .  ( 4 )  

T he r ea l i ty of  He n l ey ' s  obser v a t i � n  t ha t  11 • • •  a woma n's 

s e x  is commo n l y  tr e a t ed as if i t  i s  t h e  m o s t  sa l i e nt 

c ha r a c t e r i s t i c  of her be i ng . . .  " i s  c l ear l y  i l lust r a ted 

i n  Lump k i n's and W i l l i am's " A n  A na l y s i s  o f  Sports 

Illustrated Featur e A r t i c l e s, 1 954-1987 . "  I n  t h i s  

ar t i c l e, Lump k i n  a nd W i l l i ams pos i t  t ha t  

. . .  T he s e l ected descr i pt o r s  of fema l es i n  featur e 
ar t i c l es r evea l s  t hat se x i s t  l a nguage, suc h as bod y  
d i me ns i o ns a nd r efer e nc e s  t o  a t t r ac t i v e n e ss, i s  i ndeed 
e v i d e nt i n  the s t o r i es w r i tte n by m a l es. A compar i s o n  of  
t he desc r i pt o r s  by g e nder d r a ma t i ca l l y  i l lustr ates t hat 
l o o k i ng p r e t t y  o r  d r e ss i ng o r  be h a v i ng i n  t r ad i t i o na l l y  
f em i n i ne ways seems t o  be as i mpor t a n t  as a t h l e t i c  
p r owess t o  Sports Illustrated's aut h o r s a nd ed i to r s . 
B od i l y  r e fer e nces .to ma l es se l dom r e fer t o  a n yt h i ng o t her 
t h a n  g o o d  l o o ks or we l l - deve l oped p hy s i ques . . . ( 253 ) 

As  e x am p l e  of t h e  d e p r e c a t i ng s e x i s t  descr i pt o r s  t hat 

Sports Illustrated r out i n e l y  app l y s  t o  women a t h l e t e s  a nd 

not t o  me n, Lump k i n a nd W i l l i ams c i t e  " bl at a n t l y  se x i st" 

p hr ases l i ke " 1 2 - c a r  p i l eup gqr geous . . .  s o  ruby-

l i p p e d  . . .  1 1 4 pounds w o r th of peace keep i ng m i s s i l e, " 

" about t h e  se x i est t h i ng I'd e v e r  see n , "  a nd " t he· t our ' s  

r es i de n t  s e x  goddess " ( 248). In  c o nt r a s t, Lump k i n  a nd 

Wi l l i ams note t h a t  m a l e  a t h l etes w e r e most o f t e n  

d escribed i n  muc h less s e x ua l l y  c har acter i s t i c  t e r m s  suc h 
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a s  " A l l - A merica n features," "a mag nific e n t  p h ysique," a n d  

" a  we l l - proportio n e d  bod y " (248). 

From a mul titude of l i nguistica l l y derogatory 

i l l ustra tio ns suc h as t ho s e  cit e d  a nd from t h e  fact t h a t  

Sports Illustrated has co n tinua l l y  (1954-1987) featured 

white ma l e  a t h l etes more freque n t l y  a nd in l o nger 

artic l es t ha n  fema l e  at h l etes ( who were for t he most part 

co nfined to "se x  appropriate" sports ), Lum p kin a n d  

Wil l iams c o n c lude t hat Sports Illustrated feature 

artic l e  writing b o t h ref l ec t s  a n d  rein forces traditio na l 

cul tura l biases a nd a t titudes against wome n ( 254). 

Language Within Sport 

Li k e  language about sport, by rout ine l y  deva luing, 

trivia l izing, a nd d e grading wom e n  language within sport 

forc e fu l l y  s truc tures a n d  va l idates t h e  repressiv e  

p atriarc ha l a n d  s e x ist order of our society . T his d y n amic 

is cl ear l y  il l ustra ted by Eitz e n ' s  a n d  Zi n n ' s  " The De­

a t h l eticizatio n of Wome n : T he Naming and G e nder Mar king 
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o f  Co l l eg i ate Spor t Teams , "  F u l l er 's a nd M a n ning ' s  

"Vio l e nc e  a nd Se x i sm i n  Co l l ege Mascots a nd Symbo l s : A 

T y p o l ogy , "  a n d  Cur ry's " Fr ater n a l  B o n d i ng i n  t he L o c ker  

Room : A Pr ofeminist A n a l ysis o f  T a l k  Abo u t  Comp e t i tio n 

a nd Wome n . "  

Accor ding l y , i n  " T he De-at h l e t i c i z atio n of  Wome n: T he 

Nami ng a nd G e nder Mar king o f  Co l l e g i ate Spor t Teams , "  

E i tz e n  a nd Z i n n  e x a m i n e  how ge nder mar k i ng w i t h i n  t he 

l a n gu a g e  of spo r t  deva l u e s , tr i v i a lizes , a nd d e g r a d e s  

w o m e n i n  our  society. Spec i fica l l y , Ei t z e n  a nd Zi n n  

a na l y z e  how fema l e  a t h l etes ar e de n i ed team , game , a n d  

spor t t hr oug h se x i st nam i ng p r a c t i ces o f  a t h l e t i c  t e ams , 

w hic h c o nt ribute n o t  o n l y " . . . to t he m a i n t e n a nc e  o f  ma l e  

dom i n a n c e  w i t h i n c o l l ege a t h l e tics b y  d e f i n i ng w o m e n  

a t h l e t e s  a n d  wome n's a t h l et i c  pr ogr ams as seco n d  c l as s  

a nd tr i v i a l , "  (362 ) but a l s o  to l i ngu i s t i c  mar k i ng 

systems t hat pr omote " ma l e  s u p r e m a c y  a n d  fema l e  

s ubor d i n a t i o n" ( 364 ) . 

As e x amp l e  of  t his sema ntic , s e x i s t  g e nder mar king 

w i t h i n t h e  l a nguage of s p or t , Ei t z e n  a n d  Z i n n  c i te t he 

p o p u l ar p r a c tice of combin i ng a m a l e  name w i t h  a fema l e  

m od i f i er s u c h  a s  in t he names " Lady Fr i ar s , "  " Lady Rams" 

a nd " Lady Gamec o c ks " (366) . S i nce t his s e m a n tic , se x is t  

g e nder mar k i n g  i n her e n t l y  ass i g ns " i nfer ior qua l i ty " a nd 

" l o w e r  s tatus " to w o m e n ' s  s p o r t s  teams , Eitze n and Zi n n  

c o nc l u de t hat t h i s  popu l a r n a m i n g  p r a c t i ce effect i ve l y  
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e n ha nces " . . . t he l a c k of  accepta nce of  w o m e n's spor t  . .  " 

(365 , 36 6 ) .  T hey fur t her c o n c l ude t h a t  s i nce ge nder 

mar k i n g wome n's col l e g i a t e  sports teams' names by add i ng 

" l ady " t o  t h e  name o f  t h e  m e n ' s  team i m p l ic i t l y 

e m p h as i z e s  wome n's " fr ag i l i ty , e l e g a n c e , a nd pr opr i ety" 

r at h e r  t h a n  wome n ' s  a t h l e t i c  s k i l l s a nd ab i l i t i es , t h i s  

p o p u l a r  p r a c t i ce ser ves t o  " de-at h l e t i c i ze" w o m e n  (367 ). 

Ei tze n a nd Z i n n  t h e n  summar i z e  t h e  w i de-r a n g i n g  

i mp o r t a nc e  of  t h e i r  r esear c h: 

S i n c e  l a nguage has a l a r g e  i mp a c t  o n  p e o p l e's v a l u e s  
a nd t he i r  c o ncept i o ns o f  wome n's a nd me n's r i g htfu l p l ace 
i n  t he s o c i a l  or der , t he p e r vas i v e  accepta nce of  g e nd e r  
mar k i ng i n  t he n a m e s  of c o l l eg i ate a t h l et i c  t e a m s  i s  not 
a tr i v i a l  matter. At h l e tes, w het her w o m e n or me n ,  n e e d  
names t hat co nvey t he i r  s e l f-co nf i de nc e , the i r  str e n gt h , 
t h e i r  w o r t h , a n d  t h e i r  p o w e r .  (370 ) 

I n  " Vi o l e nce a nd S e x i sm i n  Co l l ege Mascots a n d  

Symbb l s : A Typ o l ogy , "  Fu l l er a n d  Ma n n i ng c o n t i nue 

E i t z e n ' s  a nd Z i n n's d i sc o u r s e  by e x am i n i ng how se x i st 

spor ts nam i ng p r a c t i ces deva l u e , t r iv ial i z e , a nd degr ade 

w ome n. S p e cif i cal l y , F u l l er a nd M a n n i n g  e x p l a i n t ha t  t h e  

" fem i n i za t i o n" o f  t r ad i t i o na l  co l l eg i a t e  mascots a nd 

symbo l s  has c o ntr i b u t e d  t o  t h e  " tri v i a l i za t i o n  of wome n's 

spor ts'' a nd t he r e b y  r e flects t h e  " second c l ass status of 

wome n as it  is per c e i ved by Amer i ca n  soc i et y " (63 ) .  

F u l l e r  a nd Ma n n i n g a l s o  asse r t  t ha t  a c o n t r i but i ng fac tor 

t o  w o me n ' s  secondar y  status i n  t h e  r e a l m  of s p o r t s  i s  
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a ttr ibutabl e t o  our c u l tur e's gr o u nd i ng i n  t he p he nome no n 

o f  patr i a r c hy : 

S i nce spor t i s  c o n s i d e r e d  a mascu l i ne pr eser v e  t he r e  
i s  a n  i nc o n gr u i ty i n  adm i t t i ng t h a t  w o m e n ' s  teams have 
t he same status as t hose of  me n . I n  many i ns t a n c e s  t h e  
fem i n i z at i o n  of  t h e  n a m e s  u s e d  f o r  w o me n ' s  teams 
e m p has i zes t h e i r  ge n d e r  s o  t hat o ne is  awar e f i r s t  t ha t  
t hey a r e  wom e n  a n d  o n l y  s e c o n d  t h a t  t he y  a r e  a t h l etes . 
( 6 3 ) 

As e x a mp l e  of t h e  " f e m i n i z at i o n " of  t r ad i t i o na l  

c o l l e g i at e  mascots a nd symbo l s  a nd r e su l ta n t  

" tr i v i a l i z a t i o n " o f  w o m e n's s p o r t s  teams , F u l l er a nd 

Ma n n i ng c i te t he l i n g u i stic t r a ns format ion o f  power-

i mp l y i ng cha r a c ter i st i cs n o r ma l l y  asso c i ated w i t h  mascot 

names for ma l e  a t h l e t i c  teams i nt o  " mer e l y  c u te" mascot 

names f or fema l e  teams , a sema nt i c  ge nder mar k i ng 

p r act i c e  t ha t  i n  e f f e c t  d i sempowe r s  fema l e  a t h l etes by 

emp has i z i n g fem i n i n i ty over a t h l e t i c  s k i l l  ( 63 ) .  As 

i l l ustr a t i o n , Fu l l e r  a nd Ma n n i ng c i te c o n t r ast i ng 

e x am p l es of  wome n's a n d  me n's c o l l eg i a t e  s p o r t s  masco ts: 

" B l ue C h i c ks " ver sus " B l ue Haw ks , "  " Co t t o n B l ossoms " 

v e r s u s  " Bo l l  w e ev i l s , "  a nd " Wi l d K i t t e n s " v e r s u s  

"W i l dcats " ( 6 2 ) .  

C o nc u r r i ng w i t h  Ei t z e n's a n d  Z i n n's c o n c l us i o ns o n  t he 

f a r -r a ng i ng , nefar i ou s  i m p l i cat i o ns o f  t h e  ge nder mar k i n g 

of c o l l eg i ate s p o r t s  teams, f r om t he i r  r esear c h  o n  
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v i olence a nd sex i s m  i n  col l eg i ate mascots a nd symbol s 

F u l ler a nd Ma n n i ng pos i t  t ha t  

. . .  Bot h t he selec t i on o f  t he or i g i na l  mascots a nd 
symbol s ,  a nd t he i r  fem i n i z a t ion , ref l ec t  sex i s t  a t t i t u des 
p r ev a le n t  i n  our c u l t u r e . I n  few s i tu a t i ons w here t he 
names of women ' s  teams have bee n fem i n i zed has t he 
i ntegr i ty of women been r es pected . (64 ) 

T he r ea l i ty of F u l l er ' s  a nd Ma n n i ng ' s  asser t i o n  t h a t  

sex i st a t t i t u des i n  our soc i ety frequent l y  lead to 

d i srespect for a woma n ' s  p hy s i c a l  a nd emot iona l i n tegr i t y  

for cefu l l y i l l us t r ated i n  Cur r y's " F r ater n a l  Bond i ng 

i n  t he Loc ker Room : A P r ofem i n i st A na l y s i s  of Ta l k  Abou t  

Compet i t ion a n d  Women . "  Spec i f i ca l l y , C u r r y  ex p l a i ns t hat 

h i s  resea r c h  i nd i c a tes that m a l e  l oc ker r oom t a l k 

c o n t r i b utes t o  a n d  s t r u c t u r es sex i s t  a nd homop hob i c  

assump t i o n s  abou t " mascu l i n i ty , m a l e  dom i na nce , a nd 

f r a ter n a l  bond i ng" i,.J h i l e p r ov i d i ng a conduc i ve 

env i r onme n t  for aggress ion towar d women ( 1 1 9- 1 20) . 

F or e x a mp l e , after not i ng how s por ts compet i t i on l i n ks 

men toget her i n  a status e n h a nc i ng a c t i v i ty i n  w h i c h  

a g g r ess ion i s  v a l ued a nd how compet i t i ve pressures a n d  

i nsec u r i t i es sur r ou nd i ng " t he m a le bond " i nf l ue n ce men ' s  

t a l k about women ( 1 26, 1 27 ), Cur r y  ex p l a i ns how fear of 

wea ken i ng t he f r a ter na l bond grea t l y  affects how a t h l etes 

" do gen der " i n  t he l oc ker r oom a nd how t h i s  fear 
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i nf l ue nces t h e  comme n t s  t ha t  m a l e  a t h l e t e s  ma k e  about 

wom e n  ( 1 28 ) .  

I n  s h or t , Cur r y  p o i n t s  out t hat h i s  r es e a r c h  s ho w s  

t hat i t  i s  o f  t he utmost i mpor t a n c e  t o  a m a l e  a t h l e t e  w h o  

w a n t s  t o  r ema i n  b o n ded t o  h i s  t eammates t o  m a i nta i n  t h e  

appear a nce o f  a " co nv e n t i o na l  heter ose x u a l  m a l e  i d e n t i ty ' ' 

a nd t hat t h i s  i d e n t i ty o f t e n  i nc l udes per ce i v i ng a nd 

ma k i ng c omme n t s  a b o u t  wome n as se x u a l  o b j e c t s  a n d  

c o nquests r a t her t h a n  as a c t u a l  hum a n  b e i ngs ( 1 28 , 1 29 } .  

Cur r y  emp has i ze s  t h a t  eve n t ho u g h  i t  s e r ve s  a f u n c t i o n  

f or f r a te r n a l  b o n d i ng , t he ma l e  a t h l e te's p e r cept i o n  a n d  

d i scuss i o n  of  wom e n  a s  ma i n l y  s e x u a l  ob j e c t s  e nc o u r a g e  

homop hob i c  ver ba l e x p r ess i o ns of d i s da i n , host i l i ty , 

a g g r e s s i o n  a n d  e v e n  h a t r e d  t o w a r d  wome n , w h i l e  at t h e  

s a m e  t i me pr omot i ng har m f u l  a t t i tudes co nduc i v e  t o  a nd 

supp o r t i ve of  se x u a l  assau l t  a nd r ap e  ( 1 3 0 , 1 32 ) .  

A s  i l l us t r a t i o n , C ur r y  c i tes t h e  f o l l ow i ng 

c o n v e r s a t i o na l  f r a g m e n t  i n  w h i c h  a r e cr u i t ' s  m o t he r  

attr a c t e d  t h e  a t t e nt i o n  o f  a gr oup o f  ma l e  a t h l et e s  

because s he was v e r y  attr a c t i ve : 

A t h l e t e  1 :  
A t h l e t e  2 :  
A t h l ete 3 :  
A t h l e t e  4 :  

A t h l et e  3 :  

S he's t o o  y o u n g  t o  be  h i s  m o t her ! 
M a n , I'd hur t her i f  I g o t  a'h o l d  of  her . 
I 'd t e a r  her  up . 
I'd b r ea k her h i ps. ( a l l  l au g h) 
Y e a h , s he was hot ! ( 1 3 2 ) 
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A s  a r e su l t  of h i s  r esear c h  i nt o  ma l e  t a l k about wome n 

a n d  compet i t i o n  i n  t h e  l o c ker  r oom , Cur r y  c o n c l ud e s  t ha t  

s e x i s m  i n  t he l oc ker  r oo m  i s  best u nd e r s t o o d  as par t of a 

l a r g e r  cu l tu r a l  system t hat suppo r t s  a nd e nc o u r ages m a l e  

s u p r e m a c y  (133 ) .  He fur t her c o nc l ud e s  t hat " . . .  By l i n k i ng 

i deas about mascu l i n i ty w i t h  negat i ve a t t i tudes towa r d  

wome n , l oc ker r oom c u l t u r e  cr eates a no-w i n  s i tuat i o n  f o r  

t he a t h l e t e  w h o  w i s hes t o  b e  mascu l i ne a nd w h o  wa n ts to 

have successfu l ,  l ov i ng , n u r tur i ng r e l a t i o ns hps w i t h  

wome n . . .  " (134 ) .  

Conversational Sports Metaphors 

G i v e n  t he fac t t hat language about sport a n d  language 

within sport r o ut i n te l y  deva l u e , t r i v i a l i z e , a nd d e g r a de 

wom e n  a nd t hat l i ngu i s t i c  metap h o r s  oper ate to " . . . bu i l d  

br i d g e s  betw e e n  t he fam i l i a r  a nd t he u n k n ow n , empower n e w  

v i s i o ns a nd a c t  as r e l ays f o r  t r a nsfer i ng mea n i ng , m y t h , 

a nd i de o l ogy fr om o n e  p o c ket of c u l tu r a l  u nder s t a nd i ng t o  

a n o t he r  . . .  " w h i l e  embody i ng , pr eser v i ng , a nd po l i c i ng 

" . . . w i t her ed myt h o l og i es t hat cr eate soc i a l  or der a n d  

ma k e  c o mmu n i cat i o n  poss i b l e  . . . " ( Ja n s e n  a nd Sabo , 8 ) ,  

i s  n o t  u nr easo nabl e t o  r egar d our s o c i ety ' s  per vas i v e  use 

of dep r ec a to r y  a n d  se x i s t  conversati onal sports metaphors 
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a s  y e t  a no t her c r i t i ca l  m e d i um t hr o u g h  w h i c h  bi ases , 

se x i st a t t i tudes , a g g r e ss i o n , a n d  eve n v i o l e nc e  aga i ns t  

w o m e n a r e  cr eated , r e i n f o r c e d , a nd per p e t u a t e d . 

F o r  e x amp l e , i n  " T h e  Per f e c t  10 : 'Sp o r tspea k' i n  T h e  

L a nguage of Se x u a l  R e l a t i o n s " Segr ave a d d r e sses t h i s  

i s s u e  by a r g u i ng t ha t  " . . .  spo r t  symbol i sm i n  e v e r y day 

d i scour ses on  se x u a l  r e l at i ons is  but o ne f u r t her 

compo n e n t  o f  a comp l e x  e m i ot i c  o f  mascu l i ne be hav i o r  t ha t  

c o m m u n i ca tes power a nd d o m i n a n c e  a n d  t he r e f o r e susta i ns 

t h e  subj u g a t i o n  of w o m e n . . .  " ( 14 ) .  To i l l u s t r a t e  t h i s  

s e x i st 'spor tspea k '  p h e nome n o n , S e g r a v e  c i t es s u c h  

commo n l y  used , s e x ua l l y  d e g r a d i ng spor ts m e t ap h o r s  l i k e 

" D i d  y o u  scor e l ast n i g h t , Andy? , "  " Pu t  i t  t hr ou g h  t he 

upr i g h t s  ( fo o tba l l ) , "  " Ge t  a h o l e  i n  one ( go l f ) , "  a nd 

" Ta ke h e r  deep (baseba l l ) "  ( 6 ) .  As d i d  E i t z e n  a nd Baca 

Zi n n  a nd F u l l e r  and Ma n n i ng i n  t he i r  a n a l yses o f  t he rol e 

of  t he l a nguage of spor t i n  t h e  soc i a l  c o n s t r u ct i o n  of  

ge nder , Segr ave e x pr es s i v e l y  ar g u e s  for g r e a t e r  

u nd e r s t a n d i ng of  t h e  br oad-base d , huma n l y  a nd soc i a l l y  

d e s t r u c t i ve i mp l i c a t i o n s  o f  h i s  f i nd i ng s  r eg ar d i n g 

c o n v e r s a t i o n a l  spo r t s  m e t a p h o r  a nd t he l i n g u i s t i c  

d e g r adat i o n  of  wome n : 

T he a s c e n d a n c y  o f  t he s p o r t s  m e t a p h o r  i n  t h e  l a nguage 
o f  ge nder r e l a t i o ns may w e l l  be a s i g n  of the e v e r  
g r ow i ng i mp o r t a n c e  o f  s p o r t  as a l eg i t i m i z i ng a g e n c y  for 
m a l e  hegemo ny i n  Ame r i c a n  soc i ety ; an h e g e m o n y  t hat n o t  
o n l y de n i es t he poss i b i l i ty of  e q u a l  par t ne r s h i p  betwee n 
m e n  a nd wome n , bu t one t hat a l so de n i es me n a nd boy s  
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a c cess t o  more h u m a n e  a nd l ess regress i ve b e hav i ors - i n  
w h i c h  case a n  e n t i re c u l ture s t a n d s  t o  b e  i mpoveri s h e d . 
( 1 7 ) 

As f urt her i l l us trat i o n  of  how t h e  a s c e n d a n c y  of t he 

sports metap hor i n  t h e  l a n guage of g e nder re l a t i o ns m a y  

w e l l r epre s e n t  t h e  grow i ng i mp ort a nc e  of  sport as a 

l eg i t i m i z i ng age n c y  for m a l e  hegem o n y  i n  Amer i c a n  

s o c i ety , i n  " T he Sport/ War M e tap h or : Hegemo n i c  

Mas cu l i n i ty , t h e  Pers i a n  G u l f  War , a nd t h e  New Worl d 

Order , "  J a ns e n  a nd Sabo e x p l a i n t h e  m e t a p h or i c  

c o n s tru c t i o n  of  h e g emo n i c  mascu l i n i ty i n  our soc i e t y  b y  

a na l yz i ng how sport/war tro p e s , s u c h  as t ho s e  u s e d  i n  t he 

d i s c ourse of governm e n t , m i l i tary , war journa l i sm , sport 

m ed i a  a nd t he sport i ndustry duri n g  t he P ers i a n  G u l f  War , 

a c t  effec t i v e l y  t o  p o l i c e  t h e  bou ndari e s  t h a t  secure t h e  

g e nder system w i t h i n " . . .  d i screte b i nary c a t egori es t ha t  

req u i re hyperbo l i c a n d  h i erarc h i a l  remderings of 

d i ffere n c e  . . .  " a nd t o  v e nt , g a l va n i ze , a nd c u l t i vate 

res i s t a n c e s  to g e n d er-based forms o f  soc i a l  equa l i ty (9 ) .  

J a ns e n  a nd Sabo d e f i ne h e g e mo n i c  mascul i n i ty as " . . .  a n  

i dea l i za t i o n  t h a t  c o m e s  i n t o  be i ng a nd e x i sts i n  

o p p o s i t i o n  t o  ot her c o u nterhegemo n i c  c o n s truc t i o ns of  

mascu l i n i ty . . .  " ( 9). 

S p ec i f i ca l l y , Ja nse n a n d  Sabo a na l y z e  h o w  s p ort/war 

ana l o g i es e x press a nd c o n t r i b u t e  to m a l e  so l i dari ty a t  

vari ous soc i o-po l i t i c a l  l ev e l s . As i l l ustra t i o n , t hey 
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p o i nt o u t  t ha t  s p o r t / war a na l og i es patter n r i g i d  se x 

segr egat i o n  i n  b o t h  war  a nd spor t , apot h e o s i ze mascu l i ne 

c o nt r i b ut i o n s  to  soc i et y  a t  t he e x p e ns e  of  fem i n i ne o nes 

( eg .  f r a m i ng ma l e  " i nstr ume nta l "  a c t i o ns l i ke t h r ow i ng a 

t ouc hdow n pass or d r o pp i ng a bomb as be i ng far mor e 

i mp o r t a n t  t h a n  g i v i ng b i r t h to o r  nur tur i ng a c h i l d ) ,  a n d  

g l or i f y  va l ues of  hegem o n i c  mascu l i n i ty ( eg .  a g g r e ss i o n , 

c o m p et i t i o n , dom i na nc e , ter r i to r i a l i ty , a nd i nstrume nta l 

v i o l e nce ) as b e i ng esse n t i a l  to  t h e  soc i a l  or der w h i l e  

s i mu l ta ne o u s l y  m ar g i na l i z i ng o t he r  types o f  mascu l i n i ty 

( eg .  p r o f em i n i st , pac i f i st , v u l ner a b l e  mascu l i n i t i es ) 

w i t h i n  t h e  c u l tu r e  ( 1 0 ) .  Accord i ng l y , Ja nse n a nd S a b o  

c o n c l ud e  t hat r esu l t i ng pr ess u r e s  towar d c o nfor m i ty s e r v e  

to e n ha n c e  " r e a l  a nd per c e i ved for ms o f  so l i dar i ty amo ng 

m a l e  e l i te s " ( 1 0 ) .  

J a ns e n  a n d  Sabo t he n  e x p l a i n how footba l l /war 

metap h o r s  i n  par t i c u l ar i l l us t r a t e  h o w  the str ateg i c  

" i nf e r i or i zat i o n " o f  fema l es a nd fem i n i n i ty t hat i s  

c o n s i st e n t l y  i mp l i c i t  i n  t h e  fr am i ng a nd s t o r y - te l l i ng 

p r a c t i ces of m a i nstr eam s p o r t  med i a  become e x p l i c i t  i n  

s p o r t/war d i sc o u r s e s  ( 1 1 ) .  As  e x am p l es , t he y  c i te a 

Sports illustrated a r t i c l e  pub l i s hed s ho r t l y  after t he 

Pe r s i a n  G u l f  War e n t i t l e d  " B i g  D Day : T h e  D a l las C o w b o y s  

W e nt o n  t h e  Attac k i n  t he NFL D r a f t  a n d  T o o k A l l  t he 

R i g ht P r i s o ner s " ( 5 ) , Pr es i d e n t  B u s h ' s  o w n  s p o r t / w a r  

m e t a p h o r  v o w i n g  to  " k i c k  some ass " ( 8 ) ,  a nd how t h e  f i r s t  
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w ave o f  r etur n i ng p i l ot s  f r om I r aq p ub l i c l y  c ha r ac t e r i z e d  

the i r  b o m b i ng r a i ds o n  B a g hdad as be i ng " l i ke a b i g  

f o o t b a l l  game " ( 3 ) :  

F r om t he i r  r esear c h , J a ns e n  a nd Sabo c o n c l ude t hat t h e  

e x t r avage n t  m i x i ng o f  spor t / w�r m e t a p h o r s  a nd t h e  u s e  o f  

a t h l e t i c /c ombat i mages o f  h e g em o n i c  masc u l i n i ty ( eg .  

p h y s i c a l  str e ngt h , aggr ess i v e ness , v i o l e nce , emot i o n a l  

s t o i c i sm , compet i t i ve z e a l ) dur i ng t he Pe r s i a n  G u l f  War 

( 8 )  both r easser ted t he p r e s e n c e  o f  Amer i c a n  po l i t i ca l  

p ower t o  t he wor l d  a nd c o ns p i cuou s l y  d i s p l ayed a n d  

g l o r i fy e d  e l i te m a l e  p o w e r  to t ho s e  at  home . Ja nse n a n d  

S a b o  fur t her c o nc l ude t hat t h i s  s o c i o - p o l i t i ca l  dy nam i c  

e f f ec t i ve l y  i l l us t r a t e s  how 

. . .  ' Hegemo n i c  mascu l i n i ty ' is  a l ways co nstr u c t e d  i n  
r e l a t i o n  to var i ous subo r d i nated mascu l i n i t i es as we l l  as  
i :1 r e l a t i o n  t o  w o me n . T he i nter p l ay between d i ff e r e n t  
for ms o f  mascu l i n i ty i s  a n  i mp o r t a nt par t o f  h o w  a 
p a t r i ar c ha l  soc i a l  or der wor ks . ( 8 , 9 )  

As noted , Ja nse n a nd S a b o  c i te p h ys i c a l  s t r e n gt h , 

a g g r e ss i v e ness , v i o l e nc e , har d ness , e m o t i o n a l  -1- • • 
S c..O l C l Sm , 

a nd compet i t i v e  z e a l  as i d e a l  a t h l e t i c/combat i mages o f  

h e g e mo n i c  mascu l i n i ty ( 8 ) .  I n  " A  Matter  o f  L i fe a nd 

Deat h : Some T h o u g h t s  o n  T h e  L a nguage o f  Spor t " S e g r a v e  

c o n t i nues J a nse n ' s  a n d  Saba ' s  d i sc o u r s e  by  e x p l a i n i ng how 

many war - r e f e r e nced mascu l i ne attr i b u t e s  l i ke t hose j u s t  
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c i ted a r e  r out i ne l y  i do l i zed w i t h i n t he l a n guage of 

co nversat i o na l  spor ts m e t a p h or s . 

F o r  e x amp l e , S e g r a ve p o i nts o u t  t ha t  i n  spor ts t od ay 

p l ay e r s d o  n o t  w i n  a g a m e  but r at he r , i n  t h e  v i o l e nt a n d  

aggr ess i v e  par l a nc e  of  w a r /sports metaphor , t hey " 

r oc k , soc k , r o l l , stomp , stagger , swamp , r ou t  . . .  d o w n , 

d r op . .  s c a l p  a nd t r ou n c e  o p p o n e nts , but n o  o ne w i ns a 

game . . .  " ( 6 ) .  Segr ave a l so e x p l a i ns how t h e  names o f  

s p o r t s  mascots a nd spor t s  t eams r ou t i ne l y  e n ha nc e  a n d  

p e r p e tuate t h e  metap hor i c  l i n k  betwe e n  w ar l i ke i ma g e s  o f  

mascu l i ne v i o l e nc e , aggr e ss i o n , a n d  spor t b y  u s i n g  

symbo l s  t hat i dea l i ze w ha t  i s  " savage , p o w e r fu l , 

p r edator y , a n d  w i l d " ( 7 ) .  A s  i l l us t r a t i o n , Segr ave c i tes 

the ten most c o mmo n s p o r t s  mascots : E a g l es , ..,. . , 1 g er s , 

C ougar s , B u l l dogs , W a r r i or s , L i o n s , Pant her s , I nd i a ns , 

W i l dcats , a nd B e a r s  ( 7 ) .  Emp has i z i ng how t he l a nguage o f  

v i o l e nc e  i s  " . . .  per haps most c r ys ta l l i z e d  i n  t h e  l a nguage 

of footba l l , a l a nguage l ac e d  w i t h m i l i ta r y  metap h o r  l i ke 

' bombs , '  b l i tzes , '  a nd ' zo nes ' . . .  " ( 7 ) ,  S e g r ave asser ts 

t ha t  t h e  e v e r y d a y  use of the spor t/ sex metaphor , such as 

i n  s e x u a l  footba l l  meta p h o r s  l i ke " scor i ng "  or go i ng " up 

t h e  m i dd l e , "  i s  actua l l y  a f o r m  o f  v i o l e nt , war l i ke 

b e ha v i o r  w her e i n " . . .  o n e  i nd i v i du a l  p hy s i ca l l y  v i o l at es 

t he space a n d  s a n c t i ty o f  t h e  o t h e r  . . .  " ( 1 0 ) .  Fr om h i s  

f i nd i ng s , Segrave c o n c l udes t hat 
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. . . s p o r t s  metap h o r s  p o r t r a y  p o l i t i ca l  i ssues a s  
s t r ateg i c  p r ob l ems r a t her t h a n  as huma n 
p r o b l ems . . .  e x am i n i ng t h e  u s e  of t h e  s p o r t s  metap hor s i n  a 
v a r i e ty o f  soc i a l  d i scour s e  d e m o nstr ates t hat the 
m e t a p h o r s  used i n  popu l ar cul tu  re p r o v i de good i ns i g h t  
i n to our  c ha r acter . as a nat i o n  as we l l  a s  i nto t h e  way i n  
w h i c h  w e  c o ns t r u c t  o u r  s e nse of i nd i v i du a l  a n d  c o l l ec t i ve 
i d e nt i ty . . .  ( 5 )  

CONCLUSI ON 

As i l l ustr ated a n d  d i s cussed her e i n , by  r ou t i ne l y  

dev a l u i ng , tr i v i a l i z i ng , a n d  degr a d i n g  w o m e n  t h e  l a nguage 

of spor t � language about sport , language within sport , 

a nd conversational sports metaphors - p o w e r fu l l y 

r e i n f o r c e s , p r otects , a nd per p e tuates t he p a t r i a r c h a l  a n d  

s e x i st soc i a l  or der . A c c ep t i ng t ha t  t he l a ng u a g e  of s p o r t  

embo d i es a nd p e r p etuates t h e  " . . .  v i r u l e n t , a n t i -wom a n  a n d  

a nt i �f em i n i ne i de o l o g y  t hat per vades t h e  s t r u ctur e a nd 

d . ""' t " ( 8 t . , . & S  ,- · . " 8 '  ""' h y nam 1 cs o ,  spor . .  . o u  i � 1 e r  a n  � 1 o v a n n 1 , � ; , � •  e 

q uest i o n  n o w  ar i ses a s  to  w ha t  to  do  about s p o r t s ' a nd 

spo r t  l a nguage ' s  p o w e r fu l c o ntr i bu t i o n  to t h e  sema nt i c  

a nd cu l tur a l  deva l ua t i o n  o f  wome n . I r o n i ca l l y , a s  M e s s n e r  

a n d  S a b o  ar gue , p e r haps t h e  most e f f e c t i ve m e a n s  t o  

r emedy t h i s  nefar i ou s  s c e na r i o  r e s i des w i t h i n t he 

p a t r i ar c h a l  i ns t i tu t i o n  of  spor t i ts e l f . A c c o r d i ng l y , 

M es s n e r  a n d  Sabo p os i t : 
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I n  t he 1 960 ' s , w e  m i g ht ar gue , r ace r e l at i o n s  i n  t he 
U n i te d  States moved to t h e  for e f r o nt i n  t h e  po l i t i cs o f  
s p or t . A n d  s i  n e e  t he 1 970 ' s , we  cou l d  a r g u e , ge n d e r  i s  
t he m o s t  sa l i e nt dy nam i c  i n  t h e  co ntempo r a r y  mea n i ng o f  
o r ga n i z ed spor t . . .  I ndeed C o n ne l l  ( 1 98 7 b ) ar gues . . .  t hat 
ge nder may b e  t he most s a l i e n t  d y n a m i c  today . . . The re are 

likely t.o be historical momen t. s where t. he possibili t.ies 

of general change in consciousness and cult.ure depend 

mo re c rucially on t.he dynamic of gender rela t.ions than on 

any o t. her social force . I t. can be argued t. ha t.  1,,ie a r e  in 

such a momen t. now . . . . w e  a g r e e  t ha t  t he cur r e nt sa l i e nce 
o f  g e nder mer i t s  s p ec i a l  t heor e t i c a l  a t te n t i o n  . . .  t h e  
c o n c e p t  of  ge nder o r der . . .  i s  a u s e f u l  t he o r e t i ca l  
f r a m e w o r k w i t h  w h i c h  t o  e x a m i ne t h e  m ea n i ng o f  spo r t a n d  
i ts s h i f t i n g  r e l a t i o n  t o  t he w i der ar r a y  o f  systems of 
d om i n at i o n  that c o m p r i s e  the moder n po l i t i ca l 
e c o n o m y  . . .  t he co ncept o f  t he ge nder o r der b e g i ns w i t h  t he 
assump t i o n  t h a t  ge nder i s  b e t t e r  co nceptua l i zed as a 
p r ocess t ha n  as a " t h i ng " t ha t  peop l e  " have . . .  " ( M e s s n e r  
& S a b o , " Spor t , M e n  . . .  " 1 2 ) 

THE END 
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