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Abstract:

Majority of the research that is based on gender socialization focuses on how female and male

athletes are being compared when performing in sports. There is also a significant amount of

research on how race and gender intersect between black and white female athletes that have had

an effect on how female athletes adjust the way that they present themselves when competing

against others. This study seeks to answer the following questions:(1)How do female athletes

face challenges negotiating often conflicting roles and expectations inside and outside of sports?

(2)How do race and gender intersect to affect Black and White female athletes differently?

Through content analysis, I will use articles that have connections within gender socialization

and race to help uncover the ways that female and male athletes are discussed side by side within

their separate sports and how some female athletes change their whole demeanor when

displaying their talents.
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Introduction:

Discrimination against women in sports has been a rising problem in the past years. This is

exemplified by the women athletes in the WNBA, who are performing with the same skill set as

the male athletes in the NBA, yet still they are often harshly criticized. As a result these

women-athletes have to fight to prove their ability to compete and perform in sports at the same

level as their male counterparts. As female athletes gain more respect and recognition through

high profile events (e.g.: tennis tournaments / Serena Williams; world cup / Megan Rapino), they

continue to struggle to be taken seriously, as athletes. Thereby, further impacting their confidence

as athletes, inhibiting their ability to perform, at the level that they themselves expect.

Gender Socialization is defined as a gender role, also known as a sex role. It is a social role that

deals with a span of behaviors and attitudes that are usually considered acceptable, appropriate,

or desirable for a person based on that person’s biological or perceived sex. Whereas,

socialization is looked at as the process and the factors that influence gender development in

children. It is through gender socialization, that children begin to develop their own beliefs about

gender, ultimately creating their own gender. This is one of the most significant problems

occuring often in sports participation for both female and male athletes. It is the process where

people are learning about the social expectations while dealing with attitude and behaviors

between both women and men. When it comes to both genders, it is important for people to

realize that female athletes aren’t receiving the same attention and treatment as male athletes

would be getting. Female athletes deserve just as much recognition as their male counterparts,

when it comes to participating in sports. Only then will female athletes be awarded equal

attention. This is exemplified in the way that female and male athletes are represented not only
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by their athletic team, but also by the way they are presented to the audience, through the media.

In an article titled, “The real March Madness: When will women’s teams get equal buzz?” It

states, The Final Four teams for the men’s NCAA basketball tournament got front page attention

in Monday’s New York Times. The women? A story without a photo deep in the sports section.”

Thereby exposing a possible bias in sports advertisement and validating the huge role that social

environment plays in acknowledging female athletes.

My study aims to show the difference in treatment among females and male in athletics.

Moreover, it is to discuss the existence of gender socialization and the importance of the role it

plays amongst societies all over the world. My research aims to answer the following questions:

(1)How do female athletes face challenges negotiating often conflicting roles and expectations

inside and outside of sports? (2)How do race and gender intersect to affect Black and White

female athletes differently?

In order for people to understand what women go through when they are participating in

sports, I argue that female athletes intentionally alter their performance of gender, based on the

settings they navigate on a daily basis. Moreover, I argue that normative expectations of gender

performance differ by race. Specifically, I argue that women of color, particularly black women,

feel more pressured to perform under femanine norms, while feeling pressure to counter

narratives of aggression and anger leveled at them. With that being said, in order for people to

understand what women go through when they are participating in sports, I will use content

analysis to be able to find articles that speak about men and women in big event sports to build

my argument regarding the differences in the way commentators discuss male and female

competitions. This will be accomplished by using the evidence I find in articles that describe
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their individual talents as men and women. The evidence found will validate why women seem

to perform differently than how they usually play.

Literature Review:

Gender Socialization & Gender Performance

Previous research has determined that men and women get treated differently in society and in

sports, based on their performance. Men get praised for being aggressive and good in their sport.

Women get told to act like a lady and are judged for showing passion. Research has shown that

women who play a male dominant sport struggle with identity which challenges them to have

high expectations for themselves (Ezzell, 2009). Whereas, when women play male dominant

sports that involves aggression within others, they are classified by sexist and homophobic

outsiders which detaches the women to be apart of the sport that they enjoy participating in. Men

are self conscious when being intimidated by women being “better” than men in sports which

makes them want to enlarge their capability to be superior (Johnson, 2002). Society has made

men believe that they must be superior in sports to women. Thus creating and reinforcing the

narrative that men create. Masculinity and femininity have had a huge impact on social

expectations on how men and women should act. Previous studies have stated that men are more

violent in ways which they are defined to be delinquent and brutal rather than women are more

likely to commit nonviolent crimes such as substance abuse (Augustyn & McGloin, 2011).

Gender socialization tends to have a label for both men and women in order to determine what

type of people they are just by what they think. It is the aspect that the society focuses on based

on what the generation of people already believe in. In some cultures women in sports set the

standard for what it is to be a woman. In New Zealand women who play netball set the standard

in challenged heteronormative feminity (Marfell 2017). Netball in New Zealand gave the
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opportunity for women to be able to show what social relations looked like based on women's

life experiences after being in a sport that was only made for women.

Women and men within the media of athletic events

Previous studies have referenced how men and women are discussed differently in the media.

Men are praised and women are criticsized. Research has shown that the media has appeared to

be a place of opportunity in order to confirm gender stereotypes within women’s sports (Barnett

2017). In this society women are questioned about their femininity which questions the type of

women that they are. Media has had a big impact in society because it differentiates the way

women and men act when it comes to playing in a sport (Balish & Lombardo 2016). The media

has focused on proving that when it comes to competitive sports, women and men are viewed as

a means to pursue a gender role in identity in order to demonstrate how they pursue their

masculinity and femininity within sports (Lantz & Schroeder 1999). The media is often

dominated by men and women participating in sports by focusing on stereotypical ideas that lead

the media to focus on appearance, power, and performance. Women's sports are depicted

differently than male sports because of the way that the media concentrates on the masculinity

and femininity of  having to use the way women and men are supposed to act and perform based

on what society thinks (Organista, Mazur, & Doczi 2020). In the world today, society expects

everyone to learn about the social expectations and behaviors, in which society wants you to

learn them but not how they should be taught. The media tends to show the public what social

expectations are by using the men and women to enhance the social norms that people have

accepted to be. Mass media tells the people that sports are usually male defined and are

knowingly played by men because of their background of being firm and powerful growing up.
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Apart from how the media portrays female athletes, our knowledge of what everyday women and

girls is limited. In gender, sex, and sexuality girls are not under-researched, especially around the

culture of ice hockey (Dicarlo 2015). The experiences of these women are important because

they show how women maneuver through a sport that is predominately male and how that leads

to what their male counterparts feel about them.

Intersections of race and gender in sports or race and athletics

Research has shown that women are talked about differently, based on their race. Women of

different races could do the same thing and be explained in different ways. When it comes to

African American women and white athletes, they are known to be represented differently based

on their looks. African American athletes have faced stereotypical remarks because of their

involvement in sports (Zenquis & Mwaniki 2019). Black women are talked about as being more

manly and not ladylike, when it comes to showing passion and are looked at as angry women,

but with white women it is praised and celebrated. Athletes should be judged on the product that

they put out on the field or court, race shouldn’t have a place in sports. Athletes should not be

differentiated by the color of their skin. Some faculty hold different feelings toward black and

white student-athletes with respect to their academic and post-undergraduate accomplishments.

Such feelings were less favorable for Black male and female student-athletes as compared with

their White counterparts (Comeaux pg 390). Staff members were more judgemental towards

Black student athlete’s accomplishments after graduation. Accomplishments should be judged on

the same scale and only based upon the accomplishment itself. Women in history were never

really given the chance to just be women, there has always been something else that was

expected of them. Against this background of severe racial divisions in South Africa, women

were patriots first and women second. There was no common sisterhood as white feminists were
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confronted and blamed for racism, ethnocentrism, domination and (racial) privilege, despite their

quest to challenge the androcentric nature of the South African society (Holland-Muter, 1995).

The majority of "black academics" identified themselves as womanists by claiming

self-representation for the reality of black women (Burnett). Women were punished for being

women and because of that it brought bad relationships between different women of different

races. Racism has been a problem within sports because of the way that it affects a player’s

participation and talent when competing. Racism has been a very well known difficult situation

all around, because of how society lets everyone believe that there is a rivalry between races

making them because one is considered to be better than the other. As long as racism has been

associated with sport there has been consistent, if not coordinated or coherent, struggles to

confront its various forms…Of the many nuanced and pernicious forms of racism, one of the

most obvious and commonly reported forms of racism seen in sports is racial abuse. It has been

described as a kind of dehumanizing process by Gardiner (2003), as those who are its target are

simultaneously (re)constructed and objectified according to everyday myth and fantasy (Hylton).

Racism in sports is prolific, female black athletes are expected to take the criticism and just be

grateful to play while when white female athletes stand up for injustice they are praised and

closing the gender gap.

Methods

For this study, I conducted my research by using content analysis to analyze articles  to

show how gender socialization plays a huge role within sports. My study focuses on female and

male athletes and how they are not equally recognized for their performances in sports. The

articles that I used were research based, along with journal articles which helped to find relevant

information to prove how gender inequality has been a recurring problem. In the articles that I
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found, four of my articles were about femininity and masculinity which had to do with the social

expectations of how females and males should act, while the other articles focused on the

socialization of sports within gender and the way that female athletes within sports were talked

about when approaching the subject of race. By using qualitative data, I was able to indicate the

different ways that female and male athletes were set out when involving sports and how race

has been a constant problem that a lot of people have not been able to acknowledge. In Addition

to finding these articles, it was important for me to be able to show how female athletes were

affected by the competition that the society made them think they had. It was also important to

know that between the sports that they played, the way that women were never perceived as

being as good as men were, and how race impacted the way female athletes were discussed, that

women were not able to be as confident as they wanted to be.

Findings and Analysis

The research question pertained to how the exposure to gender socialization within sports

affects the performance of being an athlete, being a woman, and being a black or white female

athlete. The research showed that male athletes receive more credit than women do when it

comes to gender performance. The reason for this is because male athletes are believed to have a

greater amount of talent than female athletes because they are considered to be better at sports

than women. For example, if an NBA player were to make a shifty move it would be flooding

the media but if a female athlete were to do the same thing that the male athlete did it would only

be acknowledged if people were to follow women sports media. In the media, female and male

athletes are examined differently. Men are glorified and women get no recognition for doing the

same things. Male athletes are portrayed to be dominating and valuable athletes because female

athletes are often dominated by their family life and appearance. An example of this would be if
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a WNBA player was a mother, it would be looked at as a female's known identity rather than

their male counterparts. When watching women's basketball games the media would show the

children of the players but for the men the media wouldn't show their children because that is not

a part of who they are as athletes. When it comes to black and white female athletes, black

female athletes were set out to be more aggressive than white female athletes. Black female

athletes are looked at as being more manly than a white female athlete would be looked at being

strong and powerful. In sports, race changes the characteristics that people are identified as.

Conclusion

Through content analysis within articles it is clear that male and female athletes have

been distinguished to be in a level of competition based on the lack of acknowledgement that

female athletes have received compared to male athletes. The ways in which the articles

construct the ideas of male vs female when participating in sports help to open up the idea that

male and female athletes are examined differently through the society based on their gender. To

add on, the articles that I have chosen also center on the idea of race and gender intersecting

between black and white female athletes because of the feminine roles that society has made

everyone to believe. When it comes to gender and race intersecting between both black and

female athletes, it is determined that different races are able to do the same thing but they are

interpreted differently based on looks. In competitive sports, black and white female athletes

have been in a made up rivalry that the society has made people to believe that they can compare

different races of female athletes in order for them to believe that one can be better than the

other.

Female athletes often struggle to navigate how feminine gender identities conflict with

competitive sports. Women are often expected to be and act feminine while playing a sport in
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order to not offend the well defined roles women are given. Women are constantly belittled as

not being as tough as men which is why women's sports are not taken as seriously. Not only that

but women are expected to play hard while maintaining an aesthetically pleasing outer

appearance because those are the expectations that society has made for us. Women have a hard

time trying to express and explain that just because they are a woman doesn't mean that they

can't be athletic. Part of the problem is that a lot of individuals don’t believe that women can be

as good as men are in sports.

To further explain with gender and race intersecting, research has shown that there are

plenty of black female athletes who feel like an outsider because the team that they are a part of

does not have as many black female athletes as there are white. Black female athletes are more

focused on by individuals who come to watch them play because the audience is more focused

on the way that they look compared to white female athletes. Gender and race intersect because

it affects the performance of a black female athlete because of the amount of  pressure that they

feel in order to prove to everyone that they are just as good as anyone else around them.

For further research, one should find more articles of this study, and include more of the

experiences that female athletes have dealt with. By finding more examples of female and male

athletes being compared to each other, it would help make a stronger argument that male and

female athletes should be recognized equally within sports. It would also be interesting to find

the difference in how black and white female athletes are broadcasted based on how they look

and play. Additionally, I think the most important factor is to find out why there have been so

many social expectations that society follows and how those social expectations became so

important when involving sports.
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