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GenderedPerformances in Sport an embodied approach

lan Wellard

Abstract

Despite significant advances in recent years, gender inequalities remaiargppithin the context of
sport participation and engagement. One of the problems, however adtieessing gender issues in
sport is the continued assumption by many sport practitioners thatbeesces of women and men
will always be different because of perceived physiological characteristoptiAg a focus based
solely upon perceived geneer differences often overlooks the importance of recognising individual
experience and the prevailing social influences that impact upon partoipsiich as age, class, race

and ability.

An embodied approach, as well as seeking to move beyond mindibalityms, incorporates the
physiological with the social and psychological. Therefore, it is stegéisat while considerations of
gender remain important, they need to be interpreted alongside otheonmigeting and influential (at
varying times andacasiors) social and physical factofsis argued that taking the body as a starting
point opens up more possibilities to manoeuvre through the mine field tiertder and sport
participation. The appeal of an embodied approach to the study of gendgport is in its
accommodation of a wider mulfisciplinary lens. Particularly, by acknowledging the subjective,
corporeal, lived experiences of sport engagement, an embodied approach offme flexible starting
point to negotiate the theoreticalcamethodological challenges created by restrictive discourses of

difference.

Introduction

Debates relating to the role of gender in sport participation continue to be contdsied. W
more recently, there have Ipesignificant advances in the ways that women are able to take
part in sports, it is still difficult to provide convincing arguments that women do haaé equ
opportunities. One of the problems, however, when addregsimggrissues irsport is the
continued assumptioby many sport practitionetBatthe experiences efomen and men

will always be differenbecause of perceived physiological characterisfid®pting a focus
based upon perceived differences often overlooks the importaneeoghisingndividual
experience and the prevailing social influences that impact upon participation

In the majority of studies of gender within the context of sport, the focus tends to be upon the
experiences of women. Historically, the disparity between men and women snaietine

opportunities to participate in sport is unquestioned and has been documented in detalil



(Hargreaves 1994). However, the inequitable treatment that women have experiedsed ne
to be understood alongside the influence of other social dsefyusuch as ability, age, class
and race. Thed@and others) can be seen as significant factors contributprgsent patterns
of participation and inclusion. Further fuelling t@mmplexity, are more recent discourses
developed within contemporary, populist thinking about gender informed bybeeal

claims that women are ‘empowered’ and fri@echoose their own identities (Phipps 2014).
While these discourses can be seen teduhictive in that they encourage individual
assessmentd being ‘in control’ they tend to operate in a performative way (Butler 1993)
wheresimplistic binary divisions between men and women remain uncont8s&adng this

in mind, the discussion in this paper focusses upon exploring ways to think beydnd ‘jus
gender when thinking about sport participation, while at the same time keepingtiia¢ ce
argument of inclusion at the heart of the debate.

In 2004, | was involved in a review of research exploring girls’ participation in apdrt
physical activitis for the World Health Organisation (Bailey, Wellard and Dismore 2004
The report explored current research within the field and highlighted evidenggtssthat
although there was enthusiasm among girls to take part in sports, marstilvéaeing
bariers because of a range of complex and competing external social factoriclrigrar
areas such as family life, friendship patterns and school sport were sighifituences

upon how the girls could participate.

While the focusn the WHO researcivas upon girlsparticipation insport and physical
activity, an important part of the analysis was the recognition of girls as children argl youn
people and, as such, part of a beratiscourse of childhood (Jenks 2005, Christiensen &
James 2008, Runswick-Cole & Goodley 20Cbnsequently, girlexperiences of sport and
physical activity could not be understood wholly in terms of gender, but as part of wide
social thinking that included understandings of children’s physical, psygibal@and social
development as well as discourses of health and wellbeing shaped through cehturies
political, religious and scientific thinkingNevertheless,wrent social constructions of what a
‘normal’ or ‘healthy’ girl/boy/child should look like continue to be forated in contested
ways. Thereforetis suggested within this paper that a way to unravel the complexities of
gender within the context of sport andypital activity is to recognise the centralitytoé
body,so that the multi@ social factors that influence amdpact upon how an individual is
freely able(or not) to participate can be recognised and acted upon. In doilhgsso

suggested thathile considerations of gender remain important, tined to be considered
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alongside other interconn@wy and influential (at varyingjmes and occasionspcial

factors,sud as age, class, race, religion &dis)ability.

In recent years the social sciences has experienced a ‘somatic turn’ whereythasbden
bought back into the field of sociology (Frank, 1991; Shilling, 2003). Subsequent embodied
approaches could be consideesda responde calls to incorporate not just a ‘sociology of

the body’ that analyses and writes about ‘the’ body but an embodied sociology thggeme
through living, breathing, corporeal emotional beings (Inckle, 2010). Within the context of
sport, while the discursive structures operating upon the body revealed by EQLEZ9I

and many subsequent pastucturalist accounts (Betl 1993, Markula and Pringle 2006

have been extensively debated, there does seem room for more discussion about embodied
experience. In particular, the ways in which individuals create corporeaktemt#ings of

their own bodies and in turn develop understandings of theipbysical identities as well

as othersHowever rather than being a distinct discipline in its own rigint,embodied

approach might be more usefully viewed as a ‘frame of mind’ or a specific dioertiathe
research proas. In this way, it draws upaeflexivity in that consciousness of the embodied

or, as Woodward (2015) describes, ‘enfleshed’ aspeetsonsideredignificant in any

attempts to understand human experience. The very fact that to engage in embedriel res
one needs to accommodate the physiological, the psychological, the socioloditie a

temporal and spatial elements means that the researcher can accommodate a range of
disciplinary perspectives. Akinleye (2015) suggests that embodiment moves meaking m
beyond linear constrt& which ultmatelyhelps us move from distinctions and separations of
mind and body or time and space and allows us to fuse what have previously been considered

separate realms and also move back and forth between ideas, experiences and thoughts.

Awarenes of these broader discourses (of, for example, the able body, gender and sexuality)
allows the researcher (and practitioner) to consider the implications thatntifeidied self

has upon their proposed activiti@s well as revealing the invariably limited ways in which

the body can be expressed. This is where Pronger’s (2002) discussion about thiedirares
placed upon individuals through dominating discourses can help us negotiate fears of over-
stepping the mark. In terms of an embodied approach, there is more potential to look beyond
the limits. In doing so, embodied approaches might provide the starting to point to reveal
such limits and develop ways to counter uncritical neo-liberal arguments aboutnsport a

sport capital which are often offered as positive and unproblematic especialigtior to

the benefits of sport. Taking an embodied or enfleshed (Woodward 2015) way of thinking
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helps us to accommodate the more niftigty aspects of our everyday existence. Often this
everyday existence is about negotiating and managing at an individuadewell as a

social level the different experiences that are both positive and not so positstehAhings

like pain, shame, pleasure, aggression, so@tls poverty et cetera have to be factored in to
any of these considerations. The central foundation for neoliberal argumgeterally

based upon the relationship between the benefits of sport and the economy. This focus often
overlooks (or consciously ignores) the embodied experience of the individual iempato
explore broader economic and political agendas. An embodied approach allows for
consideration of the influence of these (and other) forms of knowledge structumereun

line with the effect they have upon the individual experience or, in other words, the broader

everyday reality of embodied existence.

Body performances in sport

In contemporary sports the ‘type’ of body that one has plagsnt@al role in determining

who the apprpriateparticipants should bdt is worthwhile to note at this stage that when |
speak about sport, it is within a ‘Western’ formulation, as described by Harg(a28€9,

one that has an historical trajectory that has constructed a particular andieigf sport as

a male arenaHargreaves 1986, Messner 1992, Wellard 2009). This formulation of sport and
the subsequent relationship to an understanding of contemporary ‘western’ nigsceéds

to be considered within the context of what Connell, in Southern Theory, describes the
‘northernness’ of general theory and, in particular, what she terms @afroktan geo-

political location’ (Connell 2007: 44). She critiques the lack of recognition of the northe
geopolitical location and along with it tHailure to recognise many alternate ways of

thinking or being which derive from nomestern cultures. In particular, it is empirical
knowledge deriving from the ‘Metropole’ which constitutes the erasure of the enpemnf a
majority of human kind from having an influence in the construction of social thought. As
much as | support Connell’s viewpoint, | cannot escape from the fact that the materia
generated in the research that | have been involved in is located within tlopdlethat

Connell describes. However, recognition of this position, combined with the knowledge ther
are other ways of being, provides an opportunity to analyse the material with arbroade
viewpoint, much in the same way that feminist research has taught us to cortgkanithyo
consideration the gendered dynamics of social interactionslantity formation



(Woodward 199Y. Therefore, | have attempted to remain aware of the limits of the
Metropole, especially as the version of sport which prevails does have its modys fi
entrenched in westernitiking. Nevertheless, it doestnmean that the ideas developed are
not relevant, as they seek to explore issues that have yet to be fully understood. Ekposing
constant conflicting interpretations of what sport should be (and to whom) provide a way of
incorporating broader ideas, particularly so in the case of school sport ancapégsication,
where participation is mandatory for young people, although the benefits or estaoenot
necessarily the sanf@/ellard 2006)However the point | am making in this paper is that
sportparticipationis not solely based upon the actual physical ability to perform movements
related to the specific sporting event. Bodily performance provides a meamsaideating
other normative social gelirements which relate to the prevalent caafegender and sexual
identity, both inside and outside the sporting arena. There is, however, within the context of
sport a form of what | have termed ‘expected sporting masculinity’ (Wellard) 200éh is
expressed through bodily displays or performances. These bodily displays signal to the
opponent or spectator a particular version of masculinity based upon aggressiveness,
competitiveness, power and assertiveness, derivedsiooracultural processes that have
constructed what a sporting body should ‘look like’ and ‘act likethis case, body practices
present maleness as a performance which is understood in terms of beingailynet
opposite to femininity (Butler 1990, Segal 1997). Within the context of sport, the body takes
on a greater significance whezmbodied ‘deeds’ are prioritised and established upon
principles such as competition, winning and overcoming opponents. The combafation
socially formulated construction abrmative masculinitys superior to femininity and the
practice of sport as a male social space create the (false) need for more obvious outwar
performances by tise who wish to participate. Consequently, displays of the body act as a
primary means through which an expected sportmggculing identity can le established

and maintained

In recent years, there has been a proliferation of studies into mascaidityasculinities
(Hearn & Morgan 1990, Connell 1998/hitehead2002)andConnell’s theory of hegemonic
masculinity has become an established starting point for dedaateeularly within the
context of sport. ke many otler forms of ‘dominant’ theory, the concdys been subjected
to many forms of criticism. However, Connell’s willingness to addressisritgof her
earlier dascriptions of hegemongs aresponse to developments in critical thinking, along

with her original accommodation of a broader embodied approadilbasd hemgeneral



theoretical arguments about hegemonic masculinity to weathstaitme(Connell &
Messerschmidt 2005)ndeedwithin the context of gender and sport, Connell’s description
of hegemonic masculinity is relevant, precisely because of the recognitoapfeflexive
practices that contribute to the internalisation leyitidividual of broader social discourses

that ultimately affect participation.

My own interpretation ofiegemonic masculinity is informed Bonnell’s theoryn terms of

her recogrtion of the body but is also influenced by Butler's descriptions of the
‘performative’ aspects of the gendered body (Butler 1993) and Bourdieu’s (1990) concept of
‘Capital’ (in particular, ‘sporting’ and ‘cultural’ capitajeneratedirough performances of

the body. While | am aware of the confing tensions that emerge thgh the theoretical
trajectories of these concegringle 2005), prioritising the body allows for consideration of
howthese knowledge systeraad relationships of power impact upon the individual body.
Subsequent investigations (Wellard 2002, 2006, 2009) convinced me that Connell’s theory of
hegemonic masculinity, within the context of gender and sport, remained relevani gudyt

by reading these idedisrough the body and body performances. Consequently, it is the lack
of recognition of the embodied aspects of sport participation (and erdkgerience) that

is a tellinggap within much of sport literature and especially many subsequent critiques of

hegemonic masculinity.

Recentclaims made by Andersd@2009) aboutinclusive masculinity’ ag ‘new’ theoretical
insight to replace hegemonitasculinity fall short when they asebjected to the same type
of scrutny that Connell’s theories have be&wor examplea failureby many criticgo
recognise the pesfmative, embodied elementsisatlysummarised by de Boise (2014)
when he highlights the strengths of Connell’s original ideas.

Here is the crux of Connell’'s (1995:77) argument; while gender is performative,
hegemonic practices, in order to be legitimataast correspond to institutional
privilege and power, which have no basis in nature and are subject to change.
Therefore, what is considered gender “identity” is not psychologicédgd” or
acquired, but dependent on arrangements of social power. In contrast, Anderson’s
account wronglyseems to suggest that gender emanates from an internalized,
psychological predisposition, rather than the performance as constituticerge

(de Boise 2014:7)



While Anderson’s claims thdhere has been an increase in more inclusive forms of
masculinitymay have some substa&within the context of broader, contemporsogial
discourses, it is less convincing when aggbto sport. In my research into gendered bodily
performances in spoiitjnitially employed the term ‘exclusive masculinityMellard 202

to describe a particular form of hegemonic masculithiég |1 found to berevalent within
sport. Subsequent further analysis (Wellard 208@ me to suspethat this was slightly
misleading in that performances of certain versions of masculinityptoecessarily
‘exclude’ but rather compel specific performances within the sport settingubeny during
play. ‘Expected’ sporting masculinity céimerefore be seen as a formeofibodiednasculine
performancehat isconsidered appropriate or nesa/ within the specific location of taking
part or playing sport and can be read alongside other ‘accepted’ forms aigpuasculinity
which occur off the playing field, but within the social space of spothis way, awareness
of what is ‘expectediwhen entering the sports arena is necessary for an individual and
consequent reflections by the individual about their ability to display what is expezant be
assessed in terms of a range of broader social factors that affect suem as gender,

sexwality, age class etc.,

However, it is impaiant to make it clear that expected sporting masculinity is not only based
upon the appearance of the body, such as the possession of a muscular build or, indeed, the
biological sex category of male. Within tbentext of sport, expected masculinity is

expressed through bodily performances that adhere to traditional formulation&ofdmeg
masculinity, but embrace the values and ideals of sporting performance. Thusgdoutwar
displays of competitiveness, aggressistrength and athleticism are prioritised. Bodily

capital is clearly understood in terms of how sport ‘should’ be played and what it should look
like as part of a social and historical process that Hargreaves (1986helesConsequently,

the MusculaChristianity that Hargreaves describes as a significant elementtefgoorary
sporting practice draws upon a particular version of an assertive, physical and

heteronormative masculine body.

Within the context of sport, it is the performance of the body which is expected, not
necessarily the social category, such as gender or age. Although theseipipgrtant role,

it is the bodily performance which provides the central focus. Being succiessjart



requires specific knowledge about the body which, in turn, requires specific body
performances. These replicate the performative aspects of gender withirsedidty, as
described by Connell (2005) and Butler (1990) but here the bodily performances are
emphasised. For example, in an elite sport such as professional tennis, pldy@men’s
and women’s events whether physically large or small tend to display eatgheersions
of what could be described aggressie masculinity through their on-court manner. They
will talk about ‘being’ aggressive in their play and their general on-court penicesaand
these are seen as essential elements for success. These bodily performandestee irep

other sporting contexts where certain behaviours become ‘expected’.

In thecaseof women players, thegre performindexpected’ sporting behaviours which are
heavily influenced by historical, social formulations of traditional masculirthigsare
considered appropriateithin the context of competitive sports, ratki@an in the way
Halberstam (1998) talks about (broader, social discoursésnodle masculinities. In the
‘on-court’ sporting context, men and women adsiptilar embodied strategissich as

struting about the court, pumpirtgeir clenched fists and &fj aggressively towards their
opponents. In this way, the body is prioritised over other social categories and women, i
order to ‘play’, need to accommodate the expected bodily performances. However, these
expectations are at the same time regulated bylbramcial constructions of gender and
essentialist understanding of difference through mechanisms such asesgpacat to play

(for example, in tennithere isthe ATP for men and the WTA for women).

In this way, it could be argued that a disabled person in a wheelchair could &iilirper
expected sporting masculinity within the context of, for example, wheelclskietball and,

in doing so, reinforce the discriminatory gendered practices found within abkedsgmbrts.
Indeed, here the notion of &ty is equally important as highlights the neefor it to be read
alongside gender to provide a fuller understanding of the way in which establishsdtode

an ablebodyand normative gender reinforce discourses of normalcy (Peers 2012). However,
while the presence @ghose not necessarily considered as most ‘able’ to pedapacted

sporting masculinitynight suggest thataditional forms of masculinity are threatened or
subverted when it is performed by women, gay men, lesbians distitded the broader

social discourses of gendered, sexual and disabled ideatilieperate For instancethe

tennis playeSerena Williams mapresent outward signs of aggression and expected sporting
behaviour on courtyhile, at the same timghepresers acceptedocial signs of traditional

femininity by wearing dresses and make However, it is not sufficient to understand



Seren& on court performances through gender alone, her body performances need to read
alongside a social context that has been informed by cultural and historicalrdes that of

race and women'’s bodies (McDonald 2006), Consequenitigteas the context of

professional, competitive sganay allowwomen to perform in ways that are expected

within the context of sporthebroadersocial structures still operate to dictate how mamd
women'’s bodies are constructed as differéhts is particularly the casmitside of

professional sportyheredisplays of expected sporting masculinity becawen more
problematic for women (Caudwell 2006, Drury 204%)well as other disadntaged groups

‘Real’ masculinity and femininity

The notion, provided in the example above that Serena Williams can successfully perform
a hitherto male dominated arena while still maintaining her ‘femininity’, highliglets th
contradictions of contemporary sport. Throughout the research that | have conducted with
sportsmen (Wellard 2009) have continually found that there is an assumption of a ‘real’ or
authenticversion of masculinity. However, it has also bapparent thaa definitive

explanation could not be offerég the men and in many cases there appeared to be a
slippage in the use of the term. Indetiet themes which recurred in ithdescriptions
highlighted interplay between formulations of working class sensibilitiésydsexuality and
evidence of hard work and effort. The use of the body was central in the presentttien of
version of masculinityReal’ masculinity was constantBquated with presentations of the
body that were consideréairdinary, ‘everyday’or ‘run of the mill’ (Wellard 2009).

Particularly wthin the context of sport, thmen found it difficult to accept alternative
versions of masculinity or ‘types’ dody. For instance, among a group of niedeneePE
teachers, the understanding of ‘normal’ masculine behaviour extended to ways in which th
body could (or should) move (Wellard 2007). In thésticular case, tlsemen found it

difficult to accept the role of dance within their training. For them, the ‘orgdimaovements
found in sport had been formulated through a combination of percepii@tass, expected
masculine performances in sport and a narrow depiction of the sporting bodywEnese
opposition to the movements found in dance and their understandin@ahde was equated
with non-sporting movements which were simultaneoasgociated with the feminine,
considered non working-class and required a different approach to the body, both physicall
and emotionally.



However, even though there wageneral sense of an authentic version of masculinity
among nearly all the men Iterviewed, their interpretations did not hold up to theoretical
unpacking or scrutiny. The very fact that the men were positioning thetitieemvithin a
‘central’ territory that was considered normal suggested that theytfeliged to unduly
guestion masdinity in general. The notion of ‘ordinariness’ was not solely confined to
heterosexual men. &y of the gay men | interviewed who played sport also considered
themselvess‘real’ men who happened to be gay and their descriptions of ‘real’ masculinity
echoed those of the heterosexual men (Wellard 2@i)n, criticisms of ‘real’ masculinity
were considered to be voiced from those ‘outside’ of what was considered to lisreategi

world-view. As such, altmative arguments were considered less valid.

Belief that there is a real version of masculinity contirnoeginforce gender binaries and is
particularly the case isport where there is the expectation that only ‘real’ men know or
appreciate spotConnell 2008). Those without ‘evidence’ of such knowledge are considered
‘less than’ real men. These simplistic formulations not only consolidate thetheli¢here is

an authentic version of masculinity which creates unnecessary distinctioreebegroup of

men but also continues to position women as occupying a separate gender binary.

It is because of the continued presence of a general perception of real ntgszsibnbasis
for identity formation, that hegemonic masculinity (Connell 2G35a theoretical concept
remains relevant. It still has value in that it can be read as a way of explamirgatticular
sectionf society remain subordinaie, that the claims made for authenticity do not
destabilise theroader distributions of power, buther offer useful justificationsr appeals

to less material forms of selorth.

The Centrality of the body: thinking about body-reflexive practices and pleasures

As | mentioned above, the findings from our report to the WoddltHOrganisation
indicated that the majority of girls enjoy taking part in sport and physicaltgctr would
like to, given the right circumstances). In order to understand when, how artieytfpund
it enjoyable requires a greater understandingdi¥idual expemnceso that any contributing
factors that may have made it less enjoyable or not worth engagiag ive understood.

Consequently, focussing initially upon the body and embodied experiences provides an
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opportunity to consider more effectively the complex processes through whiadeeraya

and continued participation occur.

Although the discursive structures operating upon the body revealed by Foucauldian and
manypoststructuralist accounts (for exampkutler 1993, Markula and Pringle 200tave
been etensively debated, there does seem room for more discussion about embodied
experiencgHarre 1998, Woodward 2009, Wellard 2013). In particular, the ways in which
individuals create corporeal understandings of their own bodies and in turn develop
understanishgs of their own physical identities as well as others. At the same time, it is
acknowledged that there has been a growitegest in the meaning and experience of
movement within the context of physical education, which could be described as a
phenomenology of movement (Smith 2007). However, much of the focus here is to address
the perceived lack of understanding about the qualities and characteristicgeofentd

among physical education practitioners (Brown and Payne 2009).

Neverthelesshe concept of a ‘phenomenology of movement’ is undoubtedly a sigrifican
influence in the way thaxperience of fun and enjoyment can be understood in relation to
sportparticipation However |t is equallyimportant to incorporate oth#dreoretical positions
which acknowledge the role of the body in shaping external social practices.hAblsane
found the concept of body reflexive practices (Connell (2005) to be wadfiuh this context
as itenables the application of a social constructionist approach which incorporates the
physical body within these social processes. Obviously, there are discoursesedk to
explain social understandings of areas such as bodily health and sicknessobubfédint

they do not take into account the individual, corporeal expegief the body. Often there is

a fear that this will involve a movemetatwards biological essentialism, but this need not be
the case. | have described elsewhvel(ard 2013) how mpwn enjoyment of sporting and
physial activities has often been compromised by the requirements to manage dratenego
my body (particularly in relation to performances of hegemonic masculinisgcially
expected ways. | am not alone in this, as the potential bodily pleasures exquetienagh
sporting activity have to be managed within social understandings of a rangeoof sks,
such as gender, sexuality, age and ability, which may ultimately, prevemiarsti my

ability or willingness to take part. It is here that Connellguanents have resonance as they
form the basis of an understanding of the importance of the social and physicahtiody a
bodily practices. Connell attempts to incorporate the role of the biological (iceites in the

social construction of gender) and also applies a sociological reading of iddeiswtd
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where social actors are exposed to the restrictions created by social str&ttaresplains
that

With bodies both objects and agents of practice, and the practice itself fon@ing t
structureswithin which bodies are appropriated and defined, we face a pattern beyond
the formulae of current social theory. This pattern might be termedredidyive

practice.

(Connell 2005: 61)

Body-reflexive practices are, she argues, formed through a circuit of bogityierces

which link to bodily interaction and bodily experience via socially constructed bodily
understandings which lead to new bodily interactions. As a result, Connell arguegitlat s
theory needs to account for the corporeality of the body. It is ‘through fedléyive

practices, bodies are addressed by social process and drawn into history, wétkhiogt toe

be bodies.... they do not turn into symbols, signs or positions in discourse’ (Connell 2005:
64).

Connell’s concept of bodseflexive-practices helps us understand how social and cultural
factors interact with individual experiences of the body. This in turns creates #one
recognise not only the social forms and practices which underpin the individuatistabi

take part in gort, or any other physical activity, but also the unique experiences or physical

thrill of bodily-based expression.

Consequently, in order to adapt the concept so that it could be applied to a more specific
embodied sporting and physical activity contéxteveloped the term body reflexive
pleasuresWellard 2013. Within this context it is equally important to recognise the range of
factors which contribute to the experience of pleasure (or not). Thus if we appbnitept

to an individual's experience of a sport we can see that consideration needs to bethmade of
social, physiological and psychological processes that occur at anptelelith varied
influence. Fun, enjoyment and pleasure are, therefore, central elememsavdttauit of

interconnected factors which determine the individual experience.

Recognising the whole (embodied) package of sport

12



The example of fun and pleasure, above, is made specifically to highlight tleaateer
multiple ways in which sport and physical activity careRperienced. The point here is that
it is not the case that men and women will experience sport and physical activity in an
entirely different way, but rather that social constructions of gender aatettib the ‘way’

that sport and physical activitiesagxperienced. For children, young people and adults
(particularly in the context of recreational sport), participation in spoiftés expressed in
terms of the potential for fun, rather than as an emotional reaction that ocengstder
activity. The notion that activity is considered in terms of ‘it could be’ or ‘&'

suggests that a broader ‘process’ is in operation and not a one-off moment of subjective
gratification. A simplistic explanation that fun is trivial undermines the diverss tay
individual’'s anticipate, then experience and reflect upon the fun elements withirtiagspor
activity. Anticipation of fun may relate to many things, such as potentiah&chent,
learning something new, a social activity, an embodied experiendddi.dn whatever

way, they add to a personal memory bank, as an experience in itself and as anahdditi
contribution to identity assessment. Understood in this way, even a hedonistiersgpean
be seen as significant, if considered in relation to its contribution to the memdérgfban
pleasurable moments and its impact upon how the individual makes assessments about future

participation.

However, the point about recognising the broader dimensions of fun and enjoymenit is that
is also necessaryg tacknowledge the wider dimensions of sport and physical activity
experience, or the whole package of sport. Acknowledgment that participation iniggsport
activity is influenced by a range of competing and conflicting factibosvs for consideration
that participation often relies upon awareness of the ‘full contents’ of the mgaakdghen
navigation of the social, cultural, psychological and physiological expectatmnanded for
access to and continued participation. All of these contribute inngaways that an

individual is allowed entry (to a particular sporting activity) and, once in, éstal#njoy the

experience.

Take, for instance, the example of tennis that | have been incorporating Wisipager To
get to the stage of experiencing the pleasurable aspects of actually pheygante, there is
a process of learning, understanding and interpreting what tennis signtfigsone’s
immediate social, political and geographical situation. This process invaolves a
understanding of the relationship of one’s embodied self to a socially constructed form o

physical, adult play (sport). Consideration of one’s physical body, gendemagaca have
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to be applied to general perceptions of who is considered ‘able’ to play. This is nothatsay t
participation is excluded from the start in certain cases, but awarenessefttly stakes’
ultimately orientates the individual to make assumptions about whether they wildmnve

or not.

From a personal perspective, my introduction to tennis was through my parents and during
these early experiences | was able to ‘learn’ more than just the t&lckiils of how to play,

but also the social rules and etiquette expected within the game. Consequendtyteatpts

to join tennis clubs (in order to play a sport that | enjoyed) were uneventful invthatadble

to demonstrate my knowledge of the whole package and ‘fit in’. Being male was obwaously
significant part, but equally so were my physical and technical abilities,isedhwith my
‘knowledge’ of how tennis should be played. My point is that ‘becoming’ a fldjged

member of a sports club requires conformity of some sort, which means adatirther

‘rules’ and codes of play, much like a ‘hidden curriculum’ (Fernandez-Balboa 1993) bf spor
that operates in addition to taken for granted pre-requisites such as an abilifytteepla

game. Seen in this light, it is not only the young person that is restricted Ing bawdperate
within adult discourses of what school (or club) based sport should look like. So, too, is an
adult regulated in the way that they only have certain outlets in which to be able to
experience sport pleasurably because of the way that many forms of aluarepoternally
‘policed’, for instance, age, ability, gder, sexualityclass and race (see Tulle 200ellard
2006, Caudwell 2006, Evans and Bairner 20480rd 2003).

Awareness of the hidden curriculum of many sports may also be a reason for thatgopular
among many adults for more individual pursuits, such as running, cycling and sygmmi
Correspondingly, the social practices peculiar to specific sports mayateaation for
participation, in that much of the appeal of many club based sports is the additional pre and
postmatch social activities. Rials, hazing, initiation rites, drinking games can all add to, if
not play a central part in, a sense of belonging to a group (Jonson 2011) and, possibly, what
an individual enjoys most in taking part. In many cases, it is the social activétes th
contribute more to continued participation than actually playing the sport. Consegifiently

we recognise that there are many other (covert and open) factors operatyngporing

activity, the suggestion is that in order to understand participation for an individual we need
to be aware of the competing, influencing factors, which may or may not be stdédyl te

gender.

14



Nevertheless, in most cases, within sporting contexts gender does play aasigpdirt in
how an individual ultimately experience®tactivity. For example, recent research thi®
gendered perceptions of girls and boys who pld§@dball (1), (Gubby 2015) found that,
while there were many gendered dynamics to be obsenzedgart where boys and girls
played together othe same teams, there were aifitersignificantembodied factors that
contributed to how the game was played and coukkperiencedFor instance, one integral

aspect of Korfball was for all team members to be vocal during the games.

Although many team sports rely on a degree of communication in order to perform
strategies and tactics, this is often no more than players shouting to signadyhat th

are available to receive a ball, or to communicate the way forward for tadtigal p

Being voca) however, has become an integral part of the game and is embedded
deeply into thevay it is played. ‘Calling’ to inform teammates what their opponent
might do next so that said teammate can mark and defend to the best of their abilities,

is a necessary part of thame.

(Gubby 2015:92)

In this particular case, the relevance of the vocal aspect read within the afratesgtort that
was developed to provide a gender neutral space highlights the importance wisiegog
other factors which influence the experience of the gémieer research, Gubby (2015)
observed how it was two girls who were identified by the other players astheingpst
vocal. However, where Korfball could be seen to offer some glimpses of gendgy twgui
sport was originally developed within the context of ‘difference’ between hog girls. The
game itself provided a space for girls and boys to play together rathendeassarily, being
treated as equahs Gubbysugged,

Whereas the positive aspects of playing together easidered favourably, it was
equally difficult for the young people to leave behind their restricted fotrantaof

how to ‘do gender’ that had been developed in everyday social reality. At the same
time, the rules of korfball could be considered equagrictive in that they had been

(historically) shaped from an initial premise of gender difference.

(Gubby 2015)
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Conclusions

In summary, while it has not been the intention in plaiserto undermine the importance of
gender within any debate about sport and physical activig/clear thapositioning gender

as an automatic starting point is not necessarily always the way to reveal the complexities of
participation and how an activity is experienced. Recognition othe ‘whole package’ of a
partiaular sport allows assessment of the various influencing factors that shayseyttreat
anindividualis able toreflect upon amexperience as enjoyable and, subsequently, whether
participation or continued participation is either possible or worthwhile. Although the
contexts in which children, young people and adults are able to access sport mmetdiffe
particularly in terms of the prescriptive nature of school based sport in coomptarithe
relatively greater opportunities available to adults, tagsan which assessmente anade
about participation invariably position fun and enjoyment as a major factor in cahtinue
potential participation Indeedtaking tie body as a starting point, might open up more
inclusive ways of manoeuvring through the mine field that is gender and sporjppéidicti

The appeal of an embodied approach to the study of gender and sport is in its accommodation
of a wider multidisciplinary lens. Particularly, by acknowledging the corporeal and
‘enfleshed’ (Woodward 2015), an embodied approach offers a more flexible startintppoint
negotiate the challenges created by restrictive discourses of diffeiPeagiling a mee

flexible starting poinallows greater possibilities to accommodé#te theoretical and
methodologtal issuegreated by thes#iscourses of differenaghich, ultimately,continue to

limit the possibilitiesor many girls and boys to experience sport in a posiag

Note

1. Korfball was developed in 1908 the Netherlandby a Dutch Primary School
teacher as aalternative to singlksex team sport8nternational Korfball Federation,
2006). It is played by teams of four (two men and two womenyfamgprises

elements of basketball and netball.
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