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ne 21, 1997, marked the inaugural season of the Women’s National Basketball
sociation (WNBA). Although a century of women’s basketball—including some
successful professional leagues—preceded the WNBA, this time promised to be
fferent. The official slogan of the WNBA, “We Got Next,” assured basketball fans of
t only a televised team sports league during the lagging summer off-season of the
tional Basketball Association (NBA) but also a future for women’s basketball,
mplete with high-powered demonstrations of athletic skill and competition. In
1999, following the debut of the WNBA, the U.S. media enthusiastically covered the
victory of the U.S. women'’s team in World Cup Soccer, and the Williams sisters,
Venus and Serena, made (and continue to make) headlines for both their superior
nnis playing and their fashion politics. It is an expected part of middle-class
suburban life in the United States for young girls to participate in team sports such
as softball and soccer, and the female athletes competing for the United States in
he 2004 Olympics had many more victories—both as individuals and on teams—
han the male athletes. It is clear that women’s sports are no longer a peripheral
event but rather an important part of mainstream culture in the United States.

¢ Yet, the politics surrounding female athletes—as well as the coverage of female
athletes in the media—are framed within conventional discourses of the sexual-
zed body. The complexities surrounding popular understandings of women’s team
sports and the behavior of female athletes on the field became clear when cham-
Pion soccer team member Brandi Chastain caused a media uproar when she ripped
off her jersey after scoring the deciding goal in the 1999 USA World Cup series. The
action shots of strong, sweaty female bodies, simply by their sheer corporeality,
challenge dominant masculine conventions involving sport. This challenge to the
clearly male-dominated realm of team sports requires complicated cultural negoti-
ations by both the leagues and its sponsors in order to establish that professional
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WOMEN, TEAM SPORTS, AND THE WNBA

ketball community. Similarly, the U.S. women’s Olympic softball team is part

his community, proving through athletic skill that gender doesn’t “matter” in
ite the way it once did. However, while there has been a growing presence and
rhaps even acceptance of women in sports, much of the rhetoric framing media
pictions of female athletes revolves around the relation between the commodifi-
tion of sport and female empowerment, working to further highlight the gendered
mension around women and sports.

EAM WORK: THE PROBLEM OF FEMALE

thin the frame of the media, the bodies of female athletes are understood and
itimated first and foremost as being about femininity rather than athleticism.
is is visible in some of the current popular controversies around the sexual<
d depiction of female athletes in popular men’s magazines and Web sites. While
rtainly male athletes are also (increasingly) objectified in the media, the charac-
- of that objectification is quite different when it comes to female athletes. For
tance, the controversies around three-time Olympic veteran Amanda Beard’s
oice to pose along with other Olympians on the 2004 cover of FHM magazine
aring only a white string bikini, where critics claimed she was denigrating the
ort, were about the apparent incompatabilites between the sexualized body and
> athletic body. These discourses also frame social understandings of women'’s
m sports around the gendered characteristic of the athletes. In other words,
spite the rhetoric of “equality,” it is precisely conventional narratives of femni-
ty that give women team sports cultural legitimation as all-female team sports.
ese conventional narratives of femininity work to mediate the tensions between
ditional representations of femininity and the cultural ideal that values men’s
leticism over that of women’s.
This is not to say that women have not been valued as athletes. However, the |
erican public’s fascination with female athletes has almost always centered on
ividual athletes—tennis players, professional golfers, figure skaters, and gym-
ts (Chisholm, 1999a; Chisholm, 1999b). These sports demonstrate the agility
elegance “natural” to women and, although athleticism is clearly a major as-
't of these sports, the individual stars are known, culturally at least, more for
ir “feminine” attributes: self-sacrifice, glamour, grace. Indeed, the public recogni-
of individual female athletes attends much more to their feminine beauty and
ectified status as particular kinds of commodities than to their athletic skill.
» if individual women athletes are not naturalized as sexual, feminine beings, it
sually because they are not, in fact, women at all but rather little girls. In the last
 decades, sports such as tennis, figure skating, and gymnastics can hardly be
ed “women’s” sports: Tara Lipinski won the Olympic gold medal in figure skating
en she was fourteen years old, there was not a single individual over the age of
0ty on the entire American Olympic team of female gymnasts, and tennis super-
S are often still teenagers. In contrast, team sports usually feature women—in
WNBA, for instance, the players are required to complete their college eligibility
€ twenty-one years old. Hence, they can acquire their status as role models for
€ girls—an important feature of professional team sports in the United States—
Cisely because, unlike Tara Lipinski or Carly Patterson, they are notlittle girls. In
, it is the maturity of the players that is often lauded in the press. The focus on
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establishes th ' mptions about the naturalized Black body (Dyson, 1993). In much the same way
e unruly racial politics of the NBA function to solidify the moral status of the
er politics that shape the WNBA, Dennis Rodman, one of the most controversial
rs in the NBA, notably known for his tie-dyed hair colors, tattoos, and many
piercings, through his defiance, stabilizes the image of Jordan and serves to
ain the potential threat of his Black body. This shaping of Black male athletes
bjects dilutes the potential threat that they carry simply by being Black male
dies. It is clear in the media that more recently other players in the NBA, through
challenge to authority and defiance, have “needed” precisely this kind of do-
cation. Indeed, the rhetoric of “poor sportsmanship” that shapes the media
ormulate Ame urse of the NBA, along with “bad-boy” behavior, the violence and aggression
wse it is seen a s increasingly part of the game, and the presence of cultural bodily markings
he idea of the NB as tatoos and body piercing signify Blackness and menace. The underlying
xt of the “ego problems” of the NBA players, occasionally young men straight
f high school who are made instant millionaires, is that these are men from
nner cities” (another code word for race in U.S. cultural politics) and that
; are both natural athletes and natural thugs. As such, the cultural arena of the
even as it dome, ' s about normative masculinity, Whiteness, respectability, and, perhaps most
' rtantly, class. ‘ .

e threat posed by Black players in the NBA is thus understood culturally
one of a lack of respect, an unwillingness—and implicitly, an incapability—of
ting authority. In order to assuage the challenge posed by some NBA players,
arketing and manufacturing networks have worked assiduously to construct
ore well-known athletes as commodities. The threat that players such as
t, AlanIverson, and others pose s diluted by their commodification, by making
into things that one can buy or observe. However, this kind of marketing is
carious because players such as Sprewell, suspended by the NBA for attacking
Warriors’ head coach in 1997, and Rodman are explicitly needed by the NBA as
icular kinds of commodities—players such as these offer an attractive “edge”
youth marketing. Hence, the threat posed by unruly players must be balanced
ay that maintains the public titillation caused by the defiant Black male body
le not disrupting the broad marketability of the league.

aterestingly, the positioning of the Black male athlete as a commodity—and
5 as a passive object—is a curious reversal of the way that women’s bodies
e been traditionally objectified. As bell hooks (1994) commented, “it has taken
temporary commodification of Blackness to teach the world that this perceived
at, whether real or symbolic, can be diffused by a process of fetishization that
ers the Black masculine ‘menace’ feminine through a process of patriarchal
ctification” (p. 110).

he cultural fear of the Black male body is diluted by shaping Black male athletes
ommodities, even as this fear is legitimated by what is ostensibly seen and
erienced on the court. The WNBA occupies a position in stark contrast to the
,Whichis increasingly scrutinized by the press as a group of spoiled, ungrateful,
ent Black men invading the minds of innocent White middle-class boys and men.
WNBA, with its “wholesome” players who are grateful that they have ajob at all,
omes the respectable—and respectful—player in this particular game. In short,
gendering of the WNBA has functioned culturally to trump the racial politics _
e NBA. The media has recently focused on the idea of women’s basketball
€presenting a “purer” form of the game—the WNBA apparently demonstrates
Wway the game “should”.be played. The rhetoric of purity is deeply embedded
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{BA function as moj ames, and new sponsorship partners, there is a section called “WNBA Unveils

‘ iform.” This section claims that the WNBA “injects fresh perspective into the
.construction of the

: ation of its basketball uniforms,” and there is information about the decisions
rse, the same discouy de for the official WNBA uniforms: Should they wear dresses? Tunics over shorts?
structed damaging tards? Or “skorts” (skirts/shorts)? There is also detailed information about the
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terials and colors used for the final choice of uniforms (which, incidentally, was
rts and shorts). Finally, there is a section where fans can vote on their favorite
form, with pictures of both the home and away uniforms (WNBA Official Web
, 1999). Clearly, this particular section of the Web site contributes to a dominant
ology that women are overly concerned with clothing and fashion. There is no
mparable section on the Web site of the NBA, and, while not surprising, the
sence of this feature tells us something about the various ways in which the
yers and the institution of the WNBA function to shore up dominant notions and
ologies about the construction of womanhood.

Most media discourses surrounding coverage of female athletes are shaped
und the connection between athletic recognition and legitimate femininity. For
ance, the fact that most female tennis players still wear skirts rather than the
re comfortable, albeit less feminine, shorts tends to also be discussed in light
his connection. Consider this online column in Slate Magazine:

ennis’s designated sexpot, Anna Kournikova, wore shorts in last year’s U.S.
pen. But most don’t. This is likely because looking cute on the court (and
iving a little panty flash now and then) is a way for female athletes to rally
an support, and more importantly, increase the value of their endorsement
ontracts. (Kournikova doesn't have to worry about increasing her stock as
sex symbol, which is why she can afford to wear shorts. (Truitt, 2001)

iscuséing the backless yellow spandex dress worn by tennis player Venus
ms in the 2000 U.S. Open, this same article asked:

Yould Venus Williams have scored a $40 million endorsement contract from
eebok-—the highest ever for a female athlete—if she dressed in the baggy
shorts of a WNBA or LPGA player? Unlikely. Her earning power depends mainly

N winning matches, but looking stunning in a tight yellow dress helps. (Truitt,
001, para.)

¥, given the threat that is posed by paying women to play and perform in
g events and thus recognizing them as professionals, naturalizing them as
women” is a predictable strategy.

fact that some athletes also model is something that is emphasized by re-
s. The modeling career of Lisa Leslie, a player for the Los Angeles Sparks, is
nsistent focus of the articles that feature her:

ES,

he worlds of hoops and haute couture seem galaxies apart to most people.

Lisa Leslie. All poise and confidence, the Olympic gold medalist and as-
Ng supermodel is equally comfortable dribbling down the lane in a sweaty
and breezing down the runway in four inch heels and an Armani evening
M. (Huntington, 1996, p. 50)

hood, beauty, 1
le, on the offici
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ly” comfortable biggest news in the lesbian community all year long. If there’s one thing
ians are talking about, it’'s who's on the bench and who’s on the floor.
: herself puts it and, Rosenberg, VanBoven, & Gegax, 1997, p. 57)
ying, I'll sweat:
k rprisingly, the WNBA does not acknowledge any gay following; Rick Welts,
arketing officer for both the NBA and the WNBA, replied when asked about
an audience, “I'm not aware of that...We don’t take attendance that way.
gue does not discriminate” (Leland, et al., 1997, p. 57).

ough Welts uses antidiscriminatory rhetoric as a slick way to deflect ques-
bout the public awareness of a lesbian following of the WNBA, a more suc-
ul strategy to reassure fans of the players’ heterosexuality has been to focus
ernity. When WNBA star Sheryl Swoopes of the Houston Comets became
ant the first season of the league, it proved to be a great advantage to her as
yer and a golden marketing opportunity for the league. When asked a}zout
pes, Welts said, “We embrace maternity” (Leland, et al., 1997, p. 57). Her
! ancy became a press bonanza, with soft news stories about maternity in
trong enough ind al, balancing baby with basketball, and the generous sacrifice of Swoopes’
' and, Eric Jackson, to stay home with the baby. Rosie O’Donnell, an extremely
c WNBA fan, was exuberant in her praise of Swoopes, explicitly because of her
rnity:

the media atten
sthing to lift our:

ctices are clearly
and they are an e
‘e so often critici

and athletic skill ople go to NBA games and they can figure out pretty fast that Michael Jordan

he most valuable player because he’s the best. WNBA fans don’t think that
y. Our MVP was Sheryl Swoopes, not because she led the league in scoring
acrobatics, but because she had a baby and six weeks later, she was back
the court playing basketball. (as cited in Whiteside, 1998, p. 3)

ing world, explic
Cahn (1998) argu
2d to shape not |
ns, funding sourc
mon strategy em
) reassure audien
-meaning, of cour
sbian stereotype e
heterosexuality,

continued, “Sheryl gets ready to go in the game and every mom in the crowd
nds up and cheers: ‘Hey Sheryl! Go girl! Can you believe how good she looks! She
a baby! Go Sheryl! You still nursing? Sheryl, you look great!” When Swoopes
ys, the camera continually returns to shots of the sideline where the baby and
er watch the game.
lthough Swoopes may be the most recognizable mother in the WNBA because
t the fear of and aI he intense scrutiny of her activities, other maternal players receive attention
ts are culturally de ause of their decisions to have children. For example, on the official WNBA Web
age between “ma , , there is a section called “Ask Olympia” that allows visitors to the Web site to
ie players in ord e in questions to Utah'’s Olympia Scott-Richardson. A full three fourth of these
example, “sex ap stions asked about the player’s recent pregnant status, what sex the baby would
7. building, femal what her name would be, and whether or not Scott-Richardson would take her
est in the stand y on tour with her (WNBA Official Web site, 1999). This focus on maternity
m as fashion mode nates with another dominant cultural assumption about women: that they are,
ve all, interested in becoming mothers. But unlike the younger female athletes
Ich as 14-year-old golfer Michelle Wie or 16-year-old gymnast Carly Patterson,
BA players do not merely embody the promise of future motherhood—many of
m are already mothers, leaving no doubt to their feminine nature. Not only do
ese kinds of media strategies provide what seems to be ironclad evidence of the
ayers’ heterosexuality, they also establish the WNBA as a family-oriented, moral
€, or as Newsweek put it, the WNBA is “the good apple in the increasingly rotting
arrel of professional sports” (Leland, et al., 1997, p. 57).
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recisely this denigrating and condescending rhetoric that works to both nor-
‘e male sports as “real” sports, dedicated to the game, and women’s sports as
of adistraction, one more event among many in a woman’s life. In other words,
ualities of femininity so necessary for the cultural legitimation of women'’s
ssional team sports become the site on which discourses about sexuality,
lity, and respectability converge.

ly is an import
come true for m
2 whole family
t women are “mo
t the women ath
NBA athletes, Th

d become a fa | .lioWING SOME RESPECT

) gh clearly the feminine body of the WNBA player is naturalized through a
s, “The so-calle , ty of discourses and strategies, it is also the case that the players are not ob-
sed in the way that women’s bodies have been objectified tradltlonally Again,
are constantly referred to in the press as “mature women,” and the play itself
s the bodies of the players as active subjects rather than passive objects,
layers rather than prima donnas. Ann Meyers, a former All-American bas-
a Maytag Applian player and currently a coach, has pointed out:

le oven, and ref
rampaign. Despi
rted $100 milli
isful WNBA emb
‘or women’s bas
ble one like arena
oure skill. That
apurer sense of t

Soccer Moms” c
WUSA Founders

etball is basketball, regardless of gender, race, or age...The women'’s

is they do the fundamentals. It’s a great game. The men’s game has
en out of hand a little bit. They carry the ball, they travel. They've gotten
y from fundamentals. The taunting, the fights, the trash talking. I don’t
k there’s anyplace for it in the game. (as cited in Salter, 1996, p. 110)

aracterizes the NBA as a realm where “taunting” and “trash talking” works
dify the purity of the WNBA, even as it also functions to construct the NBA
tly in terms of race politics.

eover, the purity of the WNBA is recognized through the gratitude of the
. Before the WNBA and the American Basketball League (ABL) were es-
ed, the only place where women could play professional basketball was
as (Whiteside, 1998).3 The players of the WNBA are grateful to have a pro-
al organization in the United States, and they consistently demonstrate this
1s the NBA, seem de to their fans. Traditionally, gratitude, like self-sacrifice, has been a charac-
of femininity. Indeed, the players of the NBA, in contrast, are nonconformist
rtainly not grateful, as they heckle fans and attack their coaches. In an ironic
he female teams of the WNBA are perhaps organized according to the “old-
chool of professional sport, where the players have a place, know that place,
e simply grateful that someone has offered them that place. The NBA, on the
and, is increasingly unable—and the players unwilling—to stabilize this kind
archy.
pite the gestures toward conformity displayed by WNBA athletes, the league
ffer new potentials and conditions for shifting dominant understandings of
nity. Journalist Marks (1997) wrote about the WNBA:
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: L folded in 1998 due to financial difficulties. The WNBA players, if they played professional
1 would play for teams overseas. See Whiteside (1998) for more discussion of the players’
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Wwhat we have attempted to demonstrate in this chapter are the ways in which
. media employs particular strategies in the visual representation of sports and
jetes. Television in particular provides frameworks of meaning which, in effect,
octively interpret not only the athletic events themselves but also the controver-
s and problems surrounding the events. In a new media sport such as the WNBA,
eful for the opp ' s is particularly apparent, since discourses and practices of gender and race are
pably on display. Our interest in thinking about these issues as they pertain to
orts is not in questioning whether there is a biological difference between male

female athletes. Our interest, rather, lies in how it is that the media interprets
< biological difference within a social and cultural set of meanings. As Baker and
yd (1997), Messner (1998), Cahn (1998), and Heywood and Dworkin (2003) have
gued, the task at hand is not to provide evidence that differences exist and to
at extent; rather, our goal is to ask why some differences and not others are
en as important and in support of racist and sexist ideologies.
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