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Abstract 

 

Sex, Drugs and Barbie: Gender Verification, Drug Testing, and the 

Commodification of the Black Female Athlete   

Letisha Engracia Cardoso Brown, M.A.  

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Benjamin Carrington  

 

Representations of black female sporting bodies, when taken as what Susan Bordo (1997) 

refers to as “texts of culture,” operate as sites for an interrogation of the production and 

maintenance of ideologies of race, gender, sexuality and deviance in the context of 

Western society. The purpose of this thesis was to interrogate these ideologies within the 

context of sport by focusing specifically on media representations of three black track 

and field athletes—Florence Griffith Joyner, Marion Jones, and Caster Semenya. Using 

an ethnographic approach to content analysis this thesis shows the ways in which the 

bodies of black female athletes function as commodities, as well as they ways in which 

they become representations of deviance in sport.  
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Chapter One: Introduction  

 

The 2002 US Tennis Open is an event that was marked largely by the 

commentary surrounding Serena Williams’ choice of attire, “an outfit that has been 

described as a ‘body clinging,' faux leather, black catsuit” (Jamie Schultz 2005:338). The 

discourse that followed can be situated within the context of historical notions about 

black bodies in general and black female bodies in particular. For instance, Janell Hobson 

(2003) notes that the rhetoric surrounding Williams focused predominantly on her 

backside, and acted as a reification of the discourse that followed the appearance of 

Saartjie Baartman in Europe in 1810. Dubbed the Hottentot Venus, Baartman’s body 

became an item of public consumption subjugated to the white European gaze. Hobson 

(2003) argues that Baartman’s “colonized body—namely, her buttocks, stigmatized in 

Europe as a condition of 'steatopygia' (protruding buttocks)—served as an important 

symbol of racial difference in her exhibition in London and in French sideshows, and in 

her later dissection by French anatomists” (p. 90).  

Captured, or coerced into leaving South Africa in 1810, Baartman spent the 

remainder of her life, six years, as a spectacle of black degeneration, hypersexuality and 

the basis for the construction of “scientific” notations of black bodies. Even after her 

death, Baartman remained an object of public consumption as a cast of her body, 

skeleton, brain and genitalia remained on display in the Musee de l’Homme in Paris until 

the 1980s; and were not returned to South Africa for a proper burial until 2002 (Hobson, 

p.92).  
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Though the body of Serena Williams has not been caged (and presumably will not be 

dissected and pickled after her death), Hobson argues that comments that attacked 

Williams for her “inappropriate display of sexuality, reconstitutes a racialized sense of 

aesthetics that position blackness in terms of grotesquerie while whiteness serves as an 

emblem of beauty” (p. 88); thereby exemplifying typical discourse surrounding black 

women in mainstream western societies. The bodies of black women in general and black 

female athletes in particular have historically been taken up as “site[s] where the vast, 

and largely problematic, complexities of gender and race are revealed and contested" 

(Bell 2008:1). In that way, critical analysis of representations of black female bodies 

engaged in sport offers an entryway into larger discussions of race, gender, sexuality, 

deviance, and commodity. The purpose of this thesis is to interrogate the positionality of 

black women track and field athletes. In particular, this project will focus on the western 

media representations of Florence “Flo Jo” Griffith Joyner, Marion Jones, and Caster 

Semenya. Specifically, I will use news articles, magazines and advertisements to unpack 

how their representations in these mediums media can illuminate our understandings of 

the dominant ideologies of race, sexuality, gender, deviance and commodity. This project 

seeks to be an expansion on the limited amount of research that focuses on the black 

female sporting body. For example, Ramona J. Bell’s (2008) Competing identities: 

Representations of the black female sporting body from 1960 to the present, servers as a 

spring board for this research project. Bell argues “that representations of Black female 

sporting bodies are sites of ideological conflict over the construction of social identities 

between dominant and historically marginalized groups” (p. 2). 
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 The main argument of this project then, is that the representations of black female 

sporting bodies, when taken as “texts of culture” (Bordo 1997:90), operate as sites for the 

interrogation of the production and maintenance of ideologies of race, gender and 

sexuality in the context of Western society. My project engages with Bells assertion that 

the “media has the power to produce and define, raced, classed and heterosexualized 

identities for Black womanhood, which is why the various images of sporting bodies 

must be examined” (p. 29). This thesis recognizes that such a power however, serves to 

limit the amount of agency that athletes have in representing themselves, an issue that 

this project itself faces as well. Nevertheless, this project intends to focus on the issues of 

sex/gender verification, drug testing and commodity racism as they play out in the 

context of sport. Specifically, this thesis is concerned with representations of blackness 

and femininity.  

 The significance of this research lies in its attempt to add to the limited literature 

dedicated to a centralized discussion of black female athletes. Much of the existing 

literature on the black athlete focuses on black male athletes in general, or specific 

figures such as Jack Johnson, Michael Jordon and Tiger Woods (Hoberman 1997; 

Carrington, 2010; Armstrong, 1996; Billings, 2003). Furthermore, when research does 

include an analysis of black female athletes discourse tends to focus on representations of 

Venus and Serena Williams, or the Rutgers Women’s Basketball Team, (Ifekwunigwe, 

2009; Cooky et al., 2010). Though I agree that such discourse is rich and necessary, I 

argue that taking a closer look at other black female athletes has the potential to broaden 

our understandings of larger social processes.  
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 As C. L. Cole (1993) notes,  

The crisis of sport studies serves as the background for a project that attempts to 

begin rethinking the study of sport from a feminist standpoint that recognizes 

multiple practices as a discursive construct that organizes multiple practices 

(science, medicine, technology, governing institutions, and the media) that 

intersect with and produce multiple bodies (raced, sexed classed, 

heterosexualized, reproductive, prosthetic, cyborg, etc.) embedded in normalizing 

technologies (classification, hierarchization, identity production) and consumer 

culture. In addition, this standpoint recognizes that the knowledges and practices 

produced by sport in advanced capitalism cannot be and are no longer contained 

by institutional spaces but are dispersed and expressed in the everyday 

normalizing practices of remaking bodies, identities and pleasures (p. 74).  

By situating this project within the context of black feminist theory and black 

queer theory, my thesis seeks to engage with the idea that representations of black female 

track and field athletes are related to the larger discourses of race, gender, sexuality 

commodification and deviance. Within the context of sport, female participation as well 

as participation by racial/ethnic minorities, particularly people of African descent, has 

been regarded as an affront to the white, heterosexual male-dominated homosocial world 

(Michael A. Messner 1992:16). Drawing on Ben Carrington and Ian McDonald’s (2001) 

argument that it is necessary to ground sociological research “in specific historical 

periods in particular social contexts” (p. 2), each athlete discussed will be framed within 

the social contexts specific to their moments in history. By focusing on black women in 

particular this study will add to the current literature on race, sport, gender and society by 

asking new questions.  

The question will grapple with three central questions: 
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1) How can analyses of black female athletes lend themselves to a clearer 

understanding of commodity racism?  

2)  How can analyses of black female athletes help us to complicate notions of 

natural athleticism and doping in sports?  

3) How do colonial tropes of blackness play into the production and (re)production 

of the black female body as sexually deviant? 

This study seeks to unpack the significance of historical tropes as they are 

(re)produced within the context of the present. In addition, this study seeks to examine 

the ways in which the bodies of black female athletes can serve to complicate notions of 

masculinity and femininity in sport and society. In particular, the analyses of Florence 

Griffith Joyner and Caster Semenya will operate as a dichotomous illustration of black 

femininity; while the analysis of Marion Jones will show the ways in which deviance in 

sport can be followed by redemption. Chapter Two, Review of the Literature, begins with 

a discussion of the theoretical frames that will drive the analysis of the three black 

athletes, Florence Griffith Joyner, Serena Williams and Caster Semenya. This study will 

be grounded within the context of both black feminist and black queer theory as a means 

of placing black women at the center of discussion and highlighting the queer space that 

the bodies of black women in sport can be said to occupy. In addition, this chapter will 

review the relevant literature related to the study of black female bodies in sport. First, I 

will offer a sociological critique of the body as a means of laying the framework for my 
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discussion of the bodies of black female athletes as site of representation and 

interpretation.  

Next, this section will engage with literature on the topics of representation, 

colonial v. post/colonial, controlling images of blackness, the black athlete, the black 

female athlete, deviance in sport, and the importance of femininity in sport. This section 

will end with a discussion of the gaps that remain in the literature, and the need for 

studies that focus on black female athletes in a wide variety of sports as a means of 

broadening the contemporary discourse on race, gender, and representation. Chapter 

Three, Data and Method, provides a discussion of ethnographic content analysis (ECA), 

which will act as the methodological foundation of the study. This section will note the 

reasoning behind my choice of method, the strengths as well as the weakness of this 

method, the sample, and why it best suited for a project of this type. Chapter Four, 

Findings and Discussion, will be broken down into three separate case sections to be 

analyzed independently of one another. The purpose of this separation is to give three 

examples of the black female track and field body in three different eras of the sport  

 The goal of this study is not to reify damaging representations that have been 

foisted upon the bodies of black women. Rather this study seeks to examine these 

representations as a means of challenging their continued dominance, and push for a new 

way to dialogue about blackness in general, and black female bodies in particular. Few 

studies that deal with an analysis of race, gender and sport, focus on exclusively on the 

black female athlete. However, by engaging with a black feminist and black queer theory 
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framework, this study seeks to show the ways in which the position of the black female 

athlete deviates from both that of the black male athlete and the white female athlete. The 

position of black women in society is constrained by multiple sites of oppression (Collins 

1990), it is for that reason that a study in the sociology of sport that brings black women 

to the center of discussion is relevant. Sport is a field in which dominant ideologies of 

race, gender, sexuality and class exist within the context of the public gaze. Therefore, an 

analysis of these ideologies within the context of sport will continue to be relevant to the 

study of society overall. This study is an attempt to show how the bodies of black women 

challenge the dominant ideologies, and offer space for moving the discourse in new 

directions.  

Before moving on however, it is important to discuss the main terms and concepts 

that are foundational to this study. One such concept is that of “the body.” For Susan 

Bordo (1997), the body itself can be read as text as well as a medium of culture (p. 1), 

however, insofar as the term text refers to something from which we are able to interpret 

meaning (McKee 2003:4); the body then becomes a site of materiality. In addition, since 

my discussion of the body will regard it as a readable text, I will rely on the conception of 

the term marker, laid out first by Judith Butler (1990) and then engaged by Bordo (1993); 

both Butler and Bordo discuss the term ‘marker’ as something that can be both read and 

interpreted. The two main ‘marker(s)’ that I will take up throughout the remainder of this 

analysis of representation, are the concepts of race and gender. Race and gender both act 

as marker(s) through which the body becomes a readable as well as an interpretable site 



 8 

of representation. An examination of the black female athlete then, offers an illustration 

of this practice.  

For the purpose of this study, gender will be discussed in terms of Butlers’ 

argument of “performativity” (1990). Gender then is not something that exists inherently, 

but rather gender is something that is performed. In that way, gender is related to sex as 

Bordo (1993) notes, insofar as the assigned “sex category becomes a gender status 

through naming, dress, and the use of gender markers,” that is, sex is the category 

assigned to genitalia usually at birth, while gender is performed via the scripts within a 

given society (p. 55). The goal of this analysis is not to argue that the categories of male 

and female exist as binary conceptions of gender. The discourse that follows intends to 

show the fluidity of these categories and thus the ways in which femininity and 

masculinity can become fluid as well.  

Moving beyond the concept of gender, the dominant concept of this study is that 

of “race.” Audrey Smedley’s (1999) argument that race in 19
th

 century North America, 

became recognizable via five “analytically ascertainable ideological ingredients” (p. 27) 

offers a good jumping off point for the way the race will be conceptualized throughout 

this study. The “ingredients” that Smedley denotes include: 

1) humans became divided into groups, and these groups became classified as 

exclusive as well as discrete biological entities; 2) with these groupings came an 

in/egalitarian ethos that required a hierarchical ranking of these groups vis-à-vis 

one another; 3) there also came the belief that the outer physical characteristics of 

these groups—i.e. skin color—were actually surface manifestations of innate 

characteristics/attributes; 4) these innate qualities. Physical as well as behavioral, 

were viewed as being inheritable; finally 5) each of these distinct groups (read 
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races) were created uniquely by either nature or God, and this there conditions 

were unalterable by definition (1999:27-29).  

 

These are the main terms that will frame the rest of this study; though other terms will be 

elaborated on as they appear in the discussion.  
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature 

The aim of this chapter is to situate the analyses to follow within the context of the 

existing literature. First and foremost, this chapter will offer a discussion of the theories 

that will drive the analysis and discussion. Next, this section will detail the relevant 

literature surrounding the topic of black female bodies in sport. The literature review will 

begin by detailing the sociological construction of the body, then move on to a discussion 

of the meaning of representation. From there, this section will move onto the topics of 

colonial and post/colonial, tropes of blackness, and an in-depth look at the image of "the 

black athlete." Next, this section will highlight the literature specific to the experiences of 

black female athletes, discuss deviance in sport—that is gender/sexual deviance and drug 

use—before ending with a discussion of the role of beauty and femininity in sporting 

practices. By analyzing the existing literature, the study hopes to illuminate the gaps that 

exist, while simultaneously situating this project within that body of existing literature.  

Theoretical Framework 

 In thinking about theorizing black bodies in the context of sport, and black female 

bodies in particular, one would be hard pressed to be able to ignore the stereotypical 

representations that already exist. At the same time, scholars such as Stuart Hall (1996) 

emphasize a strategy beyond one of avoidance. His argument is worth quoting at length: 

…instead of avoiding the black body, because it has been caught up in the 

complexities of power and subordination within representation, this strategy 

positively takes the body as the principle site of representational strategies, 
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attempting to make the stereotypes work for themselves. Instead of avoiding 

dangerous terrain opened up by the interweaving of ‘race,’ gender and sexuality, 

it deliberately contests the dominant gendered and sexual definitions of racial 

difference by working on black sexuality (p. 272).  

 

Stuart Hall’s strategy offers a lot in terms of understanding the black female body in 

sport. In an attempt to “use the desires and ambivalence which tropes of fetishism 

inevitably awaken” (p. 275), this study will frame the following arguments and 

discussions within the context of black feminist critique, black queer theory. 

 

Black Feminist Thought  

 

 While it has been argued that “ the black (male) body has come to occupy a 

central metonymic site through which notions of ‘athleticism’ and ‘animalism’ operate” 

(Carrington 2010:91), I would argue that it is the black female body that has long existed 

as the central representation of black deviance. As bell hooks articulates, black female 

bodies were reduced to mere spectacle, that is to say that “their body parts were offered 

as evidence to support racist notions that black people were more akin to animals than 

other humans” (1992:114). It was, after all, the body of a black woman that became 

regarded first as an erotic spectacle in her life, and then an object of scientific 

objectification after her death. In his discussion of Saartjie Baartman, the South African 

woman who became dubbed the “Hottentot Venus,” Gillman (1985) emphasizes that “the 

audience which had paid to see her to see her buttocks and had fantasized about the 

uniqueness of her genitalia when she was alive could, after her death and dissection, 

examine both” (Gillman 1985:213). 
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 Though it is not my aim to minimize the exploitation and eroticization of the 

black male body, as it is evident that both black men and women were viewed as objects 

of commodification; it is my goal to stress the central role that the black female form 

played in the development of cultural as well as scientific notions of blackness. In line 

with other critical black feminist scholars, this study will be firmly grounded in black 

feminist thought and the notion of moving black women, as bell hooks would say, from 

the margins to the center of analysis. Within the context of the sociology of sport in 

particular, black female bodies are largely ignored in favor of a focus on either black men 

or white women. Such disregard for the study of black female bodies in sport leaves a 

gap not only in the literature but also in the generation of knowledge in general. The 

experiences of black women are impacted by the interlocking nature of race, class, 

gender and sexuality in ways that do not converge with the experiences of black men or 

black women. Thus by taking a black feminist standpoint, and engaging in a critique of 

the current literature this project aims to rearticulate the standpoint of the black female 

body in sport.  

 Black feminist thought is a term that is not easily contextualized, and is often 

misrepresented as well as misunderstood. Nevertheless, in order to better frame my 

arguments that will follow, it is necessary to engage in a critical discussion of the 

meanings of a black feminist perspective. One of the main premises of black feminist 

thought is the notion of intersectionality. As Collins (2005) argues, “intersectional 

paradigms view race, class, sexuality, ethnicity and age among others as mutually 

constructing systems of power” (p. 11). That is to say that meaning and representations 
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are constructed insofar as these marker(s) modify and are modified by one another. The 

remainder of this project will engage primarily with the intersection of race, sexuality and 

gender to highlight the ways in which these marker(s) shape media representations of 

black female bodies. It is my argument that the black female body in the context of sport 

opens up new avenues for discussion regardless of the narrow scripts that she has been 

constricted by. Nevertheless, it is important to understand and unpack the scripts that 

have functioned to frame the black female athlete up to this point in order to identify the 

need for new avenues of representation.   

Queering the Black Female Body  

As Carrington (2010) argues, the trope of the black athlete has been scripted as 

hyper-masculine in such a way that has become damaging in particular to black female 

athletes (p. 80). In the field of sport, the femininity of the black female athlete, unlike that 

of her white counterpart, is not something that is assumed. Rather, the black female body 

in sport becomes framed as a special kind of ‘hermaphroditic’ (p. 80) body. That is to say 

that the black female body in sport acts as what Nirmal Puwar (2004) calls “a body out of 

place.” Though Puwar focuses on the British Parliament as a space in which certain 

bodies—i.e. the bodies of women and people of color—are out of place, I would 

expanded upon her argument in order to argue that the black female body in particular 

has always acted as a body out of place within the field of sport. Though Jack Johnson’s 

victory opened a door, to an extent, for the black male body to participate in a field that 

had been dominated by white males, the bodies of black women were historically viewed 

as anomalies, or bodies out of place (Puwar 2004).  
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 As a "body out of place," black female bodies engaged in sport become, to an 

extent, “queered”—that is “Othered”—within the context of that field. Black female 

bodies in general, and within the context of sport in particular come to be regarded in 

terms of sex and sexuality. Therefore, it stands to reason that they become viewed as 

“queer” subjects. The focus of queer theory is “on the ‘deviant’ cases, or the anatomies, 

genders, sexual practices, and identities that do not neatly fit into either category of the 

binaries or that violate the normative alignment of sex, gender and sexuality” (Valocchi 

2005:753). To the extent that the black female body in general and in the context of sport 

in particular has been regarded as masculine, hypersexual, and animalistic, she acts as a 

“deviant case,” and does not fit neatly into the masculine/feminine heteronormative 

binary. The athletes that I will focus on in my analysis of the ways in which black female 

bodies are perceived and represented through a queer lens will allow for a rethinking of 

sex, gender and sexuality not just within sport, but within society in general. 

Furthermore, as Cohen (2005) notes,  

the sexual subject is understood to be constructed and contained by multiple 

practices of categorization and regulation that systematically marginalize and 

oppress those subjects defined as deviant and “other.”…at its best, queer theory 

focuses on and makes central not only the socially constructed nature of sexuality 

and sexual categories, but also the varying degrees and multiple sites of power 

distributed within all categories of sexuality, including the normative category of 

heterosexuality (p. 23).  

The field of sport, is a site, I argue, in which constructs of race, gender and sexuality are 

vividly (re)produced. By taking a queer approach to the study of the performance of race, 

gender and sexuality within sport works to problematize the ways in which these identity 

markers are understood. The merging of black feminist thought and queer theory offers 
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room for an in-depth analysis of the unique position of black women, particularly the 

unique position of the black female body in sport. Both frames recognize the role of 

power in constructing the intersection of multiple identities. Black women, as well as 

other groups, are made up of multiple identities including race, gender, class and 

sexuality, and understanding the ways that these identities overlap and intersect with one 

another will shed light upon the constructed representations of this often marginalized 

group. Black feminist theory stresses the importance of placing black women at the 

center due to the uniqueness of their experiences. Queer theory focuses on the 

construction of sexuality, an area that for black women is often constrained by historical 

conceptions. The lacing of these two distinct though similar theoretical frames will 

enable this discussion to address the multilayered existence of black women.  

Literature  

As C. L. Cole (1993) notes, Michel Foucault discusses the technological condition of the 

body as “an ensemble of knowledges and practices that disciplines, conditions, reshapes, 

and inscribes the body through the terms and needs of a patriarchal, racist capitalist” (p. 

86). In that way then the body that has long remained hegemonic, that is, the white, male, 

and presumably heterosexual, body acts as the only representation of a “natural body.” 

To that end, all other bodies—those of women and people of color—become perceived as 

abnormal, or lacking. That is to say, the female body lacks a penis, which according to 

Freudian thought is the site of power, and the bodies of people of color are lacking 

whiteness, which has historically been constructed superior. The literature discussed 
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below, however, intends to engage with conceptions of all bodies. Furthermore, in an 

effort to move black female bodies from the margin to the center (bell hooks 1984) I will 

begin with the bodies of the black female athlete before tracing back the history of the 

construction of the body as a concept.  

A Sociological Critique of the Body 

 

 The sociological construction of the body is one that is fraught with contention. 

As Ronald L. Jackson (2006) notes, “it has been argued convincingly that the body is the 

primary site and surface of race and representation” (p. 1). Along that same vein, the 

body within the context of the social, has come to “facilitate the perpetuation of 

ascriptive devices used to assign meanings to in-groups and out-groups; while also 

serving to jog the personal memories of cultural actors, as a means of reminding them, 

visually, of the constitutive discourses that provide form and structure to their social 

cognitions of racialised” (p. 1), as well as gendered bodies. Meaning, bodies have come 

to represent institutional knowledge, or what Jackson (2006) refers to as “institutionally 

derived regimes of truth” (p. 11), assigned to the marker(s) of race and gender; and 

imposed by those who aim to maintain the dominance of the “somatic norm”: the white, 

presumably heterosexual male (Puwar 2004).   

            That said, much of the Western philosophical discourse on the body regards it as 

“animal, as appetite, as deceiver, as prison of the soul and confounder of its projects” 

(Bordo 1993:2). This is not to say, however, that all bodies are created equally under 

these categorical determinants, nor are these determinants understood the same by the 

Western philosophers who created them. Plato, as noted by Bordo (1993), conceived the 
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body to be “an epistemological deceiver, [with] unreliable senses and volatile passions 

continually tricking us into mistaking the transient and illusory for the permanent and the 

real” (emphasis in original, p.2). In the 17
th

 century, the discourse of Western 

philosophers and their discussion of the body shifted to one that viewed the animal side 

of human nature as symbolized, to individuals such as St. Augustine, “by the rebelliously 

tumescent penis, insisting on its “law of lust” against the attempts of the spiritual will to 

gain control inclines us toward sin and needs to be tamed” (p.3). Highlighting these 

differing views on the body is an attempt to see the ways in which the body has been 

altered at various historical moments. Furthermore, by beginning with these narratives 

moving on to discussions of the female body, and particular the black female body will 

show the various ways that race and gender complicate the notions of the philosophers 

noted. 

             Simone de Beauvoir’s discussion of the woman as body is useful insofar as it 

complicated earlier conceptions of the body, and helped to move the discourse forward. 

Yet and still, when the element of race is added to our sociological critique of the body, 

we continue to see the evolution of the construction of the body within historical 

moments. In 19
th

 century Western thought, the black body, and particularly the black 

female body, became the scientific backbone that regarded people of African descent as 

objects, things. As Marlene Noursbe Philip (1999) notes in a powerful essay, the bodies 

of black men and women became reduced to the sites in between their legs; in that way, 

these two bodies could function together as a means of producing more en-slave-able 

bodies. Furthermore, the site between the legs, or the object that protrudes from the rear, 
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in the case of black women, became “scientific” evidence of the deviance of black 

bodies. As Hobson (2003) states, black female bodies such as that of the Hottentot 

Venus, became marked as deviant “by virtue of skin color, femaleness, and body shape—

Baartman becomes a “freak” in Europe precisely because she is a “type” of Khoisan 

woman of South Africa. In this construction of her sexualized and “disabled” body, 

Westerners can prescribe racial and cultural differences—and hence, their “superiority” 

in comparison with African people and cultures” (p. 90). After all, if it is the black female 

body that is marked as deviant, and it is through her body that new generations of black 

bodies are (re)produced, how could her progeny escape their innate nature of deviance? 

In short, they could not.  

            These conceptions of the black body as inherently deviant—sexually, 

intellectually, culturally—have survived with time, and will be taken into further 

consideration in subsequent sections of this chapter. However, it is necessary to continue 

our journey through the historical construction of the body. Discourse on the body began 

to shift during the twentieth century, particularly within the fields of medicine, biology, 

psychology and philosophy, though once again with little concern for black bodies. Sartre 

for example, insisted that the body is the self and vice versa, he wrote, “I live my body…. 

The body is what I immediately am…I am my body to the extent that I am” (Synnott 

1992:100). This notion differs greatly from that of Descartes insofar as the latter believed 

that he was because he imagined—or rather thought—himself into being, “Cogitio, ergo 

sum—I think therefore I am” (Synnott:92). And thus the body as realized within the 

discourse of many disciplines began to change, though to an extent those who discussed 
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the body remained the same; i.e. white, male and presumably heterosexual. It would take 

the works scholars of different gendered and raced positionalities for new understandings 

of the body to truly emerge.  

 Much of this changing discourse emerged from the manifestation of feminist 

discourse on the body. For instance, as Fausto-Sterling (2000) notes, Judith Butler’s work 

acts as a site of reclamation of “the material body for feminist thought” (p. 22). To that 

end, Fausto-Sterling, and Butler both argue the importance of discussing the body as it 

relates to “hormones, genes, prostates, uteri and other body parts” (p. 22). The body then 

becomes more than a machine, it becomes as Achille Mbembe (2001) argues, flesh, bone, 

blood, muscle, sinew—and it is that flesh upon which representations can be not only 

scripted, but also interpreted and read.  

On Representation  

The concept of representation is one with a myriad of definitions and meanings. 

However, two of the most vital depictions of representations as they pertain to the 

categories of race, sex, and gender—the categories that I am most interested in 

exploring—are detailed by Richard Dyer (1993), and Patricia Hill Collins (2005). For 

Dyer, representations are a form of,  

Presentations, always and necessarily entailing the use of codes and conventions 

of the available cultural forms of presentation. Such forms restrict and shape what 

can be said by and/ or about any aspect of reality in a given place in a given 

society at a given time, but if that seems like a limitation on saying, it is also what 

makes saying possible at all (p. 2).  



 20 

In that way, representations become the foundations for the discourse centered on the 

topics of race, gender and sex. The "codes" and "conventions" of the three categories 

mentioned dictate what can be said about certain bodies, as well as which bodies can do 

the “saying.” Defining representation as Dryer does plays a major role in the context in 

which the body becomes a site—a scripted canvas—of representation; a subject that will 

be addressed in detail shortly.  

The definition of representation offered by Patricia Hill Collins focuses 

specifically on the black body, and the ways in which representations can operate as 

“controlling image.” Collins (2005) defines “controlling images” as “the gender-specific 

depiction of people of African descent within Western scholarship and popular culture” 

(p. 350). Collins then continues to say that the definition cited is also applicable in terms 

of defining the terms/concepts representation and stereotypes (p. 350). It is the 

intersection of these two scholars approach of the subject of representation that delineates 

the ways in which bodies become scripted, knowable and readable as both subjects and 

objects—i.e. the body becomes a site of representation.  

By unpacking Dyer’s as well as Collins’ conceptions of representation, and 

relying on the framework of the body as material, as flesh, it becomes clear how the body 

can act as a site of representation. It is through such a lens that I would argue that the 

categories of race, sex, and gender are the most salient "codes" and "conventions’" that 

color the concept of “the body” and how it is recognized. In addition, race, gender and 

sex also act as the "forms", which most acutely constrict and shape what can be said by 

and/or about any aspect of reality (Dyer 1993)—in this case, the body is what is real. 
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 Drawing from Collins, I would argue that “controlling images” operate as the 

primary representations of certain bodies in the west—specifically black bodies and the 

ways in which they are viewed as well as discussed within the context of western society. 

The flesh, that is skin, becomes the marker of what a black body not only is but also what 

a black body can be. A black body in the historical sense was a material commodity one 

that was only as valuable as its reproductive parts, as well as the parts that could be used 

for manual labor—arms, legs, etc. Within the scope of modernity, I would argue that 

black bodies continue to be viewed as commodities; however, while black bodies are 

representative of certain characteristics, the names of these “controlling images” of 

blackness have evolved.  

Furthermore, representations allow “us to map dominant ideologies as they 

circulate through culture and reproduce themselves as sites for the interpellation of 

individuals into specific gendered, classed and racialised subjectivities” (Carrington 

2002:2). That said, a critical analysis of representation, is necessary when exploring 

tropes of blackness. The ways in which certain characteristics are projected upon specific 

bodies is an excellent example of how representations not only circulate but continue to 

be (re)produced within the context of Western culture. Though representations of ‘the 

black body’ have been modified over time, the ways in which certain colonial tropes have 

been (re)produced in the post/colonial era is difficult to ignore. It is for that reason that 

discussions of colonial and post/colonial representations of the black body, particularly 

the black female body, remain relevant to the study of representation and society. 
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Colonial and Post/colonial: Assessing the divide  

In thinking about the colonial and post/colonial it would be easy to conflate these terms 

as symmetrical binaries; however, that would lend itself to the idea of the existence of a 

single colonial and post/colonial moment. As Peter Childs, R. J., and Patrick Williams 

(1997) note, “that sense of an ending, of the completion of one period of history and the 

emergence of another, is…hard to maintain in any simple or unproblematic fashion” 

(p.1). The colonial and post/colonial both are ripe with their own intricacies and therefore 

cannot be easily contained into neat epochs of time. Furthermore, it is not the goal of this 

thesis, as Ella Shohat (1992:100) argues, “to anatomize these terms semantically” 

(p.100); rather the goal of this project is to argue that time is complicated and 

intermingled. Remnants of the past continue to mark the present insofar as history 

informs the modern. That said, the ways in which black bodies have been taken up in 

discussion from the very beginning to the present day continue to be marked by dated 

notions of blackness as an object of knowledge.  

           Nevertheless, in order for this project to flow smoothly, lines must be drawn in the 

sand. As this project engages with athletes from different geographical, political and 

historical contexts there must be two separate categories of time in order to be effective. 

It will be argued then, that colonial tropes of blackness in the American context are those 

that emerged with the development of the plantation slave system in the nineteenth 

century, until 1964 and the Voting Rights Act signed by Lyndon B. Johnson. This 

demarcation is not meant to imply the colonization of blacks in America suddenly 

vanished with the swipe of a pen; rather it is to argue this act symbolically represents a 
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new era in the discourse of black bodies in America. In the case of South Africa, and in 

turn my discussion of Caster Semenya; the seventeenth century and the landing of the 

first white settlers (Thompson 2001) will be used to mark the beginning of the colonial 

era. To that end, 1996, and the election of Nelson Mandela will mark the advent of South 

Africa’s post/colonial era. These lines are crude, yet, they reflect Stuart Halls' (1996) 

argument that an attempt to disentangle the colonial from the post will place researchers 

between “Scylla and Charybdis, between the devil and the deep blue sea” (p. 259), for the 

sake of consistency, a gauntlet had to be thrown. It is necessary to understand tropes of 

blackness within historical contexts because images matter and representations of 

blackness have changed in tandem with social and political changes (Collins 2005:151).  

                In terms of situating tropes of blackness, that is representations and images that 

have become associated with blackness, it is necessary to discuss them within the context 

of these two epochs—colonial and post. Hawkins (1996) maintains that “colonialism 

involves various means of exploitation that are all directed at the dehumanization of the 

colonized” (p. 29). Furthermore, Hawkins (1996) asserts that racism, both individual and 

institutional is based upon racial, that is biological, characteristics (p. 31). For the 

purpose of this thesis the main means of exploitation within the context of the colonial 

include, slavery, apartheid and ghettoization; while the tropes of blackness of this period 

were created and justified on the basis of racial (biological characteristics). This differs 

from the period that will be considered the post/colonial within this project insofar as the 

means of dehumanization have shifted, as has the basis of racism. The period of 

post/coloniality too is marked by means of dehumanization, including the prison 
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industrial complex (Alexander 2010), the NCAA and other major sporting associations 

(Hawkins 1996), and the continued ghettoization of black bodies (Muhammad 2011). The 

tropes of blackness that emerged during this era are no longer premised upon biological 

characteristics per se, but are still used as a means of marking racial difference. These 

tropes will be discussed in detail below.  

Tropes of Blackness 

 Beginning with the first Africans who were taken to Portugal, moving on to the 

geographic location of the auction block, where black men, women and children were 

sold as chattel, too works of popular fiction—such as Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin—the colonial era was a time ripe with representations of "the black body." 

In the case of the auction block, for example, black bodies were reduced to the sum of 

their parts, often in gender specific ways. For instance, Barbara Omolade describes how 

the African woman became seen as “...a fragmented commodity whose feelings and 

choices were rarely considered: her head and her heart were separate from her back and 

her hands and divided from her womb and vagina” (Omolade 1994:7). Along the same 

vein, “White elites reduced Black men to their bodies, and identified their muscles and 

their penises as their most important sites” (Collins 2005:57). In both instances ‘the black 

body’ was regarded as nothing more than a vessel of muscle and reproductive organs.  

 However, beyond even the stage of the auction block, black bodies became 

regarded as gendered caricatures, caricatures whose names hold meaning even 

generations removed from the era of colonialism. This section will focus on five specific 

colonial representations of black bodies beyond the site of the auction block: the jezebel, 
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the mammy, the buck, the Tom, and lastly, the Hottentot Venus—Saartjie Baartman. 

These five representations of blackness are not an exhaustive list of what Patricia Hill 

Collins refers to controlling images—“gender specific depictions of people of African 

descent within Western scholarship and popular culture” (2005); however, they are the 

most suited to frame the analyses to come.  

The images of "the mammy" and "the jezebel" functioned as contrasting images 

of black female sexuality. The colonial trope of the jezebel acted as a representation of 

the sexual deviance that was so often associated with the black body and the black female 

form in particular (Collins 2000, Harris-Perry, 2011, White, 1999). The jezebel image 

enabled Black women to be regarded as sexually aggressive women in the eyes of whites, 

thus providing space for the wide spread sexual assault by White men typically reported 

by Black slave women (Collins 2000; Davis 1981; White 1999). Such a rationale placed 

the black female slave in the extremely precarious position as an object of white male 

sexual desire, and a valuable reproductive commodity. In short, she was a whore, a womb 

with the dual purpose of replenishing the black labor force and offering her white master 

a site of sexual release; made possible due to her supposed proclivity to sexual depravity, 

giving white society the ability to discount her claims of sexual assault.  

 As powerful as the jezebel trope was, her image was strengthened by that of "the 

mammy," a figure who essentially acted as the antithesis of "jezebels" hyper-sexuality 

and depravity. The mammy was regarded as the jezebels opposite, obedient, faithful, 

asexual (Collins 2000, Harris-Perry, 2011, White, 1999); furthermore she became a 

figure known for “loving, nurturing and caring for her White children and 'family’ better 
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than her own…” (p. 80). In that way the image of the mammy enabled the black woman 

to be viewed as an acceptable caregiver for white children, while simultaneously 

reinforcing the stereotype of her inability to care for her own children. Essentially, the 

mammy image helped to maintain the relevance of the institution of slavery as the only 

acceptable space for the rearing of black children. Though the mammy and the jezebel act 

as parallel images, they both work to reduce the black female to her sexuality. On the one 

hand, the jezebel acts as the wanton sexpot, while the mammy functions as her asexual 

counterpart; both serve as controlling images of the black woman in the context of the 

colonial era. Yet, as powerful as these representations were and continue to be, black 

women were not alone in colonial depictions of their bodies and supposed "innate" 

characteristics. Two of the most dominant representations of the colonial black male are 

"the buck" and "the Tom."  

 The caricature of the buck is essentially the male equivalent of the jezebel. In 

essence, he became perceived as a sexually deviant creature, “a human animal that had 

achieved partial domestication through slavery” (Collins 2005:56). This representation of 

black masculinity served to show that while the black man was inherently inferior in 

terms of intellectual capacity; his “brute strength” could be converted into “productive 

manual labor” within the context of slavery (p. 56). Furthermore, as long as his “natural, 

albeit deviant sexuality,” was directed towards an “appropriate female” partner (p. 56)—

i.e. the black woman—his strength and potent sexuality did not pose a threat to white 

male superiority, and thus the status quo of the era. The buck functioned as one of many 

controlling images of the black male body, and just as with his female equivalent the 
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jezebel, he too has his antithesis, in the caricature of the Tom. Similar to the mammy 

trope, the Tom was seen as an “asexual, safe, assimilated and subordinate” slave (p.57). 

This nonthreatening image of black masculinity was, like the mammy, operated as a 

positive justification for the institution of slavery. The love that the Tom and the mammy 

(supposedly) felt for their white families helped to maintain the image of benevolent 

slave owners and happy slaves; an image that functioned as justification for the continued 

enslavement of people of African descent for generations to come. 

 Potent as the images discussed thus far were, and continue to be, it is the image of 

the Hottentot Venus that acts as one of the most grotesque colonial representations of 

"the black body." The Hottentot Venus was a South African woman by the name of 

Saartjie Baartman whose entire physical form became regarded as an “anachronistic 

specimen” for the public-gaze during the colonial era (McClintock 1995:42). Saartjie 

Baartman’s body served as a vivid example of how black women in particular were used, 

as what Marlene Noursbese Philip refers to as the “mechanics of slavery”, that is the 

conception of the black female body as being only as significant as the “space between 

her legs.”  

Though Baartman’s womb may not have acted as a vessel for (re)production, her 

sexual organs—the space between her legs—became regarded as ‘evidence’ of the 

deviant sexuality of the black female, and thus the degenerate nature of black in general. 

What were regarded as her "large" sexual organs, her buttocks and labia, were used to 

‘scientifically’ infer not only her own hyper-sexuality, but the hyper-sexuality of all black 

women by extension. Her body was exhibited in the nude to public scrutiny all across 
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Europe. Then, upon her death “the Musee de l’Homme in Paris took a cast of her body, 

removed her skeleton and pickled her brain and genitals in jars” (Gordon 2000:607). Her 

body, in both life and death, served as an object of scientific and medical research that 

formed the bedrock of European thought surrounding the topic of black female sexuality 

(p. 607).   

 These colonial representations of blackness are important to any discussion of 

‘the black body’ in a historical as well as contemporary context. They serve as the 

foundation for the ways in which, the black body continues to be regarded in popular 

culture, as well as the discourse of historical representations of blackness within 

academia. While society has, to an extent, moved beyond the use of scientific racism it is 

difficult to ignore the ways in which certain aspects of biological determinism continue to 

be (re)produced contemporaneously. 

Two of the most dominant representations of the black female body within the 

context of the post/colonial west are the "video vixen," and "the modern mammy." 

(Re)productions of the jezebel and mammy respectively, these modern tropes of 

blackness work in a similar fashion as their colonial counterparts insofar as they reduce 

black women to their sexuality. The image of the "video vixen" has gained much 

notoriety as hip-hop culture has exploded into a visual, mainstream phenomenon reaching 

all corners of the West and beyond. The "video vixen" is a contemporary jezebel who 

oozes sexuality and acts as “a groupie, exotic dance, servant or seductress” within the 

context of rap and hip-hop lyrics and music videos (Watkins, 2005:215). Often scantily 

clad, and shown in explicitly sexual situations, the video vixen, like the jezebel before 
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her, is subordinate to the male gaze and his desires; she is a contemporary representation 

of sexual deviance written upon the black female body. In contrast, the "modern 

mammy," while lacking in the explicitly asexuality of her colonial namesake, maintains 

the trait of being “appropriately subordinate to White and/or male authority,” (Collins 

2005:140). However, unlike her colonial equal, the modern mammy also maintains a 

certain “level of ambition and aggressiveness needed for achievement in the middle-class 

occupations” (p. 140), a trait not afforded to her colonial image.  

 Of course, the black woman is not alone in her modernized (re)produced 

representations; as the black man has been equally recast. Outside of the dominant image 

of "the black athlete," an image that is often coded as male, controlling images of the 

black man in the west include the ‘black rapist’ and the "black buddy." The image of the 

"black rapist" operates as a convenient mechanism for recapitulating white male desire 

for superiority insofar as this caricature is, in essence, the post/colonial image of ‘the 

buck.’ Without the domesticating influence of slavery, the black man’s sexuality is no 

longer confined to that of the black woman. As a result, the hypersexual black man has 

the uncontrollable desire to attach himself to the white woman. The trope of the ‘black 

rapist’ erupted shortly after the emancipation of slavery as a way to offer justification for 

such practices as lynching as a means of protect white womanhood. Nevertheless, this 

image maintains post/colonial potency within popular culture via media, music and 

literature. The "black rapist" is a representation of the black male body that continues to 

play upon the supposed hyper-sexuality of the black race in general, as well as the 

aggressive nature of the black man specifically.     
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 On the other hand, the trope of the "black buddy," functions as the antithesis of 

the representation of the "black rapist". Insofar as the black buddy is “stripped of the 

seemingly dangerous parts of Blackness, leaving the useful parts as sufficient markers of 

difference to satisfy the tastes of a multicultural America,” he is a valid and useful 

member of contemporary society (Collins 2005:168). Nevertheless, though the black 

buddy lacks the element of deviance representative within the nature of the black rapist, 

this representation of black masculinity is equally threatening to black America insofar as 

their contradictory nature attacks notions of authentic blackness and masculinity; just as 

the video vixen and modern mammy confuse notions of authentic black femininity. All of 

these post/colonial representations of blackness play a role in the way that black bodies 

are viewed, not only in the context of the West, but around the world as a whole.  

It is important to reflect on these images when attempting to discuss the 

representations of black bodies in any context. Furthermore, it is important to recognize 

the ways in which these representations of blackness are used to confine discussions of 

the black body. Furthermore, insofar as the images discussed in the context of the 

post/colonial merely turn the mirror on the images created during the periods of 

coloniality, they add strength to the intermingled notion of time. The “post” in 

post/colonial is still defined by the colonial; in a similar way that woman is defined by 

“man.” Both binary pairs tend to be viewed as opposites, yet and still they actually exist 

simultaneously and in infinite variations. The goal of this section has been to tease out the 

dominant conceptions of blackness in Western society at large. Furthermore, these 

images have been discussed a way to lay the foundation for the discussion of, as Frantz 
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Fanon noted in Black Skin, White Masks, “[the] one expression that through time has 

become singularly eroticized: the black athlete” (2008:137). 

The Black Athlete  

It has been argued successfully that the historical narratives and arguments of black 

sexual and athletic prowess aided in making the image of the black man in general, and 

the black male athlete in particular, a sexualized object in the white psyche writ large 

(Childs, 1999; Dyson, 1996; Hawkins, 1998; Hoberman, 1997). Earl Smith and Angela J. 

Hattery (2006) argue “the fusing of the African American culture with sport culture 

produces the explicit hypersexualization found in the stud image so sought after and 

glorified by high-profile male African American athletes” (emphasis in the original, p. 5).  

This “stud image” is a reflection of the colonial trope of the buck, the hypersexual animal 

in need to discipline and control. Today then, it seems that “athletics constitute a modern 

version of historical practices that saw black men’s bodies as needing training for 

practical use” (p. 153). The practical use in this context then becomes winning the game. 

So long as the outcome is profitable, or at least entertaining then the black male athlete 

can maintain a status that is disassociated with the general fear surrounding 

uncontrollable black male bodies. As Julianne Malveaux (2006) notes,  

Black men who entertain serve as stalkers for white men who measure profit. 

Neutered Black men can join white colleagues in cha-chinging cash registers but 

can never unlock the golden hand cuff and the platinum muzzles that limit their 

ability to generate independent opinions (p. 56).  

 

The image of black athletes chained to the games they play is a popular theme in the 

discourse on black male athleticism (Powell, 2008; Rhoden, 2006). 
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 William C. Rhoden (2006) writes, “”major intercollegiate sports functions like a 

plantation. The athletes perform in an economic atmosphere where everyone except them 

makes money off their labor…In the revenue-producing sports of football and basketball, 

athletes are the gold, the oil, the natural resources that makes the NCAA engine run and 

its cash register ring” (p. 240). Though this situation is by no means limited to the 

experiences of black athletes, the historical position of blacks in the west perhaps makes 

such parallels as slavery and sport more salient for black athletes. Indeed, insofar as the 

myths of black athletic and sexual prowess act as dominant ideologies, fuel is added to 

the fire that regards blacks as animalistic and primitive (Childs 1999:29). For instance, 

Martin Kane (1971) contends that black athletes were regarded as “looser” than their 

white peers. Kane argued that black athletes were said to “have an ability to let their 

bodies go…hang everything loose…walk loose...dance loose, they are loose” (p. 76). 

Such imagery plays into notions of “black style” and “cool.”  

 As Richard Major (1993) discusses the ways in which black style and the cool 

pose are a common factor between black athletes and black musicians. Major notes, 

"black athletes, with their stylish dunking of the basketball, spontaneous dancing in the 

end zone, and high fives handshakes, are cool...[as are] celebrities such as Miles Davis" 

(p.4), with cool being that "ritualized form of masculinity that entails behaviors, scripts, 

physical posturing, impression management, and carefully crafted performances that 

deliver a single, critical message: pride, strength, and control" (p. 4). Taking in Majors' 

comparison of athletes and musicians, it is relevant to note that juxtapositions of black 

athletes and black musicians remain a common theme in the literature of blacks in 
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general African Americans in particular. As Collins (2005) notes, “[Latrell] Sprewell, 

other Black basketball players and Black people in hip hop culture signal a reworking of 

historical representations of Black masculinity, ironically, by using those very same 

representations in new ways” (p. 152). These same representations include ideas of black 

male bodies as hypersexual, aggressive, and physical. Collins (2005) continues by stating 

that, “in some cases, the physical strength, aggressiveness, and sexuality thought to reside 

in Black men’s bodies generate admiration, whereas in others, these qualities generate 

fear (p. 153). Nowhere is this argument better illustrated than through the images of black 

male athletic bodies. On the court, these characteristics are welcomed and encouraged, 

insofar as they are marketable, but off the court, such displays of aggression, sexuality 

and physical strength are regarded as criminal. The black athlete has been confined to a 

very specific set of markers, masculine, sexually deviant and aggressive to name a few. 

However, it becomes increasingly important to recognize that,   

this discourse, of course, would come to frame how black female athletes, as 

much as black male athletes, were viewed. In fact, the effect, it could be argued, 

was more damaging to black females as the masculine coded representation of 

‘the black athlete’ simply heightened the centuries-old discourse that black 

females were already ‘mannish amazons’ and hence potential if not actual 

hermaphrodites. Put another way, whereas black male athletes come to be seen as 

hyper-masculine, black female athletes were seen as not female at all (Carrington 

2010:80).  

 

Where then does the black female athlete belong in discussions of sport? Much of the 

existing literature on gender and race in sports leaves scholars to question whether or not 

sport acts as yet another site in which all the women are white and all the blacks are men 
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(Bruening 2005). Such a conception limits our understandings of the intersection of race, 

gender, sexuality and class within the context of sport.  

Situating the Black Female Athlete 

There is not much literature that can be classified as a taking a black feminist approach to 

the study of sport (Scraton 2001). As evidenced by the literature above, the experiences 

of black male athletes on the other hand, has been written about extensively. Such work 

offers a perspective on sport that is important insofar as the field of sport itself operates 

as a site in which the construction of gender and race are taken up and examined (Birrell, 

1988; Birrell and Cole, 1994; Cashmore; 1982, Carrington, Chivers and Williams, 1987). 

However, when it comes to discourse on women of color in sport in gender, and a black 

feminist approach to sport in particular, the literature is lacking (Birrell, 1990, Scraton, 

2001). Nevertheless, there are studies that while focused on black male athletes, take the 

time to at least in part, shed light on the experiences of their female counterparts 

(Carrington, 2010; Entine and Smith, 2008; Rhoden, 2006). Jon Entine and Earl Smith’s 

(2008) Taboo, for instance, has a chapter dedicated to the discussion of the renaissance of 

the black female athlete, their athletic performance ahead of their black male 

counterparts, and their domination of the WNBA are discussed in this chapter. Similarly, 

the work of feminist scholars who engage in discussions of the female athlete in general 

can at times make mention of female athletes of color in general, and black female 

athletes in particular (Hasday, 2000; Ryan, 1995; Taggart, 2007). In order to better 

understand the intersection of race, gender, sexuality and class in sport, a field that is 
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framed as one dominated by black bodies—at least on the courts and track (Entine and 

Smith, 2008; Hoberman, 1997)—a more focused study of the experiences of black female 

athletes is imperative.  

 Much of the existing literature on black female athletes is composed of both auto, 

and biographical accounts of the lives of individual athletes (Aaseng, 1991; Joyner-

Kersee and Steptoe, 1997; Washburn, 2012), as well as the collective experiences of 

black female Olympians (Emersn, 2000; Plowden, 1995). Washburn (2012), for example, 

offers the biography of Dominique Dawes, member of the 1996 women’s Olympic 

gymnastics team—dubbed the Magnificent 7—the first in US history to win gold. On the 

other hand, Plowden’s (1995) work, Olympic Black Women, take readers all the way back 

to the participation of the first black woman in the Olympic games in 1932, and traces the 

women who followed her. All of these narratives offer insight to the experiences of black 

female athletes, and set the foundation for this growing body of literature. Outside of 

these bio and autobiographical accounts, however, exists a body of literature that focuses 

upon black sports women, individuals as well as teams, who are dominating the 

mainstream popular press (Christopher and Stout, 2002; Cooky et al., 2010; Dee, 2011; 

Douglas, 2005; Gutman, 2001; Ifekwunigwe, 2009; Schultz, 2005, 2011; Spencer, 2004). 

Jamie Schultz (2005) for instance, focuses upon the media commentary that exploded 

after Serena Williams donned her infamous black catsuit during the US Open in 2002. . 

Schultz reflects that the body of Williams became regarded as one that "exceeds the 

boundaries of femininity, spilling over into what is customarily deemed ‘masculine’” (p. 
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347). Schultz continues by arguing that such representations play into "western 

fascination with black bodies and the fetishism of black muscularity” (p. 347). 

 Ideas of black muscularity is a common theme in depictions of black female 

athletes, as evidenced by two contemporary cases, the Rutgers Women’s basketball team, 

and South African Caster Semenya—who will be discussed in depth in chapter 4, 

Findings and Discussions, of this thesis. In 2003, radio show host, Don Imus, referred to 

the Rutgers Women’s basketball team as “nappy headed hoes” (Cooky et al., 2010), a 

comment that received attention in popular as well as academic discourse. As noted by 

Cooky and colleagues (2010) such remarks reveal “important insights about sport and the 

role of mass media in constructing hegemonic notions of race, class, gender and 

sexuality” (p. 141), particularly in regard to the agency of black female athletes 

themselves. It was Imus’ remarks that framed the representation of the women’s 

basketball team for that moment, in what instances, outside f autobiographical texts, do 

black female athletes have access to true agency? Such a question is equally important in 

regards to the case of Caster Semenya, who in 2009, became marked as an icon of sexual 

deviance in sport. During much of the discourse surrounding her body—her musculature, 

her stride, her voice—Semenya herself said very little. Furthermore, when she did speak 

up, her comments, and the setting which they were made became scrutinized. In 

September 2009, Caster Semenya appeared on the cover of YOU magazine in her native 

South Africa dressed in a black evening gown with a caption reading, “Wow, look at 

Caster now!” (10 September, 2009, #144). In the article itself, Caster is quoted as saying, 
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“I am who I am and I am proud of myself” (Evans 2009: 1); and in response to the 

controversy over her gender she remarked, “I see it all as a joke, it doesn’t upset me. God 

made me the way I am and I accept myself” (p. 1). Though quoted from Caster herself, 

such assertions were not met without skepticism, as authors referred to the young runner 

as a pawn being moved about a chess board (North, September 2009: 1).  

 Caster Semenya, and the gender debacle that followed her, however, was not a 

subject taken up in the mainstream popular press alone. For instance, Dee (2011) and 

Schultz (2011), both took approaches to discussing her within the academic press, adding 

to the limited literature on gender, sexuality and blackness within sports literature. Such 

discussions are important in terms of creating a more intersectional approach to the study 

of sport. This thesis intends to contribute to the literature mentioned above by adding to 

the existing gaps. First, by approaching the topic of black women in sports using 

ethnographic content analysis this thesis will add to the methodological variation of the 

existing literature. Furthermore, by addressing new questions, this thesis will engage with 

and move beyond the existing discourse. Nevertheless, this project fully recognizes the 

existing literature as the foundation for growth, and sees the necessity in engaging with 

such research as a means of grounding this project in the cannon. That said, another 

important element in the discussion of black female athletes, and female athletes in 

general, is the role of deviance.  
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Testing for Deviance: Issues of Drugs and Sex/Gender  

Discussions of deviance in sport tend to take two main routes, drug testing and 

sex/gender verification. This thesis will engage with an analysis of both forms of 

deviance as they relate specifically to the experiences of black female athletes. To begin, 

it has been argued that certain western fears over the use of  

 

 steroids and other banned substances can be tie to three post-WWII events: 

 reports that the Nazis had abused steroids to increase troop aggressiveness during 

 WWII; claims during the cold war that Communist countries athletes were 

 utilizing steroids for purposes of totalitarian regime building similar to the manner 

 in which the Nazis has allegedly used them; and allegations that east bloc female 

 athletes were being used to further the cause of Communist regimes by being 

 forced to accept the androgenizing effects of anabolic steroids and other hormone 

 treatments (Beamish and Ritchie 2005: 777).  

 

In the context of sport in particular, after WWII the so-called "steroid spectre" (p. 778) 

haunted the first Olympic games following the war, "as testoterone-enriched male, and 

andogenized female, Communist athletes dominated...strength events" (p. 778). This 

"spectre" became even more alarming insofar as it continued to the masculinization of 

female bodies, a side effect that sport participation in general has been said to lead too 

(Cahn, 1994; Griffin, 1992; Malcolm, 2003). So, while drug testing is not unique to 

female athletes, the role of gender in terms of these technological practices cannot be 

ignored. Performance enhancing drugs mark all bodies caught in speculation and 

actualization of their use in negativity, however, the burden of femininity doubly burdens 

the female body attached to the use or even whisper of use of banned substances.  
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 Beginning with cold war anxiety and continuing into contemporary sporting 

practices, the use of banned substances continues to carry the marker of deviance. 

However, drug tests are not the only technological practices used to identify deviant 

sporting bodies. For women in particular, sex/gender verification acts as a "sporting 

spectre." From the time that women gained entry into the modern Olympic games, 

sex/gender verification has become a means of scrutinizing female bodies (Vannini and 

Fornssler 2011). Though the verification of a woman's sex/gender was not a official 

practice until the 1968 Olympic games in Mexico City, "the sex-gender of female athletes 

was monitored by ensuring that women athletes maintained a sense of feminine beauty 

and sexual appeal" (Vannini and Fornssler 2011: 245). Such a practice of visual 

sex/gender inspection remained the norm until the 20th century (p. 245). Later on 

however, as noted by Cavanah and Skyes (2006) "sex-testing to make the non-visible 

axiom of binary gender visible to the scientific eye and to sporting authorities" (p. 81). 

The analyses to follow, however, will highlight the continued importance of beauty and 

feminine appeal in the marking of deviant bodies in need of sex/gender verification. Such 

practices I argue, speak to the continued importance of the "X" factor in sport.    

The “X” Factor: Why Beauty Matters 

The feminine ideal (read: beauty) has over time been altered from the “neoclassical 

conceptions of beauty that prevailed in eighteenth-century Europe and America” 

(Fredrickson 2002:58), nevertheless, it is difficult to ignore the dominance of Eurocentric 

aesthetics within the context of western society. While “the milky whiteness of marble 
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and the facial features and bodily forms of the Apollo’s and Venuses” (p. 58), have today 

been tanned and perhaps collagen injected, the basic premise remains the same; 

whiteness is the feminine ideal. What meaning does femininity, as beauty, have within 

the context of sport? In essence, just as within society, female athletes are able to convert 

their beauty into a commodity, and use it as a form of “currency” (Naomi Wolf 1991).  

 Beauty is not a concept that is easily defined. Nevertheless, Naomi Wolf (1991) 

offers one interpretation that will serve as the crux of the discussion of beauty as a 

commodity for the purpose of this thesis. The quality of "beauty," Wolf (1991) argues, 

does not exist objectively or universally as some would like society to believe (p. 12). 

Rather, ‘beauty’ operates much like the gold standard, a currency system (p. 12). Indeed, 

just as with “any economy, it is determined by politics, and in the modern age in the West 

it is the last, best belief system that keeps male dominance intact” (p. 12). Looking 

specifically at the field of sport, beauty is an undeniable asset. Take for instance, tennis 

player Anna Kournikova,  

No player has ever had Kournikova’s impact, and the X-factor to supplement her 

abundant natural beauty. Exceptionally photo- and telegenic…her slight accent, 

her icy demeanor, the persistent whispers of alleged ties to the Russian Mafia, the 

bizarre love triangles, and the conga line of revolving suitors imbue her with a 

sense of mystery and a lightning bolt of eroticism…Kournikova knows how to 

play the crowd and inflame the boys (Wertheim 2002:149).  

Nothing in the excerpt above references Kournikova’s skills as a tennis player. Rather, 

the blurb focuses on the "impact" of her "natural beauty," supplemented by the "X-

factor," both of which she uses as tool to win over crowds and inflame the male gaze. Yet 
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to what end does this form of currency aid Kournikova? Jayne Ifekwunigwe, among 

others, argues that it is Kournikova’s "beauty" not her talent on the court that is 

responsible for the endorsements she receives (2009). In addition, Ifekwunigwe adds that 

such depictions of Kournikova as given by Wertheim “reinscribes a particular version of 

White European beauty which then becomes the yardstick for the measurement of Venus 

and Serena’s heterosexual attractiveness” (p. 134). Such a "yardstick," however, is not 

limited to the Williams’ sisters, black female athletes, or female athletes within the arena 

of tennis.  

 Such a "yardstick" of the feminine/beauty ideal manifests itself in the several 

aspects of the context of sport, as well as within society as a whole. Within the context of 

sport, as mentioned earlier, one of the most notable instances in which the yardstick of 

female beauty came into play was during a 2007 basketball games between Tennessee 

and Rutgers’ universities women’s basketball teams. At the time, sport commentator Don 

Imus remarked of the Rutgers women’s basketball team,  

That’s some nappy-headed hoes there. I’m gonna tell you that now, man, that’s 

some—woo. And the girls from Tennessee, they all look cute, you know, so, 

like—kinda like—I don’ know (Cooky et al. 2010:140).  

This excerpt is but a snapshot of the exchange that went on between Imus and two other 

commentators.  Throughout the entirety of the segment, not one mention was made of the 

athletic ability of either team; only the aesthetic appearance of the athletes was critiqued. 

As a result, the Rutgers team was disrespected and marginalized, not only the basis of 

their gender and sexuality, but their race as well. Though not all the players of either team 
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were exclusively of a single race; the reference to the Rutgers team as ‘"nappy headed 

hoes" is an explicit and derogatory cultural reference to black women.   

 Such comments speak to the hold that traditional gender roles, femininity and 

beauty play in the lives of female athletes, particularly female athletes of color. Ruth L. 

Hall (2005) is worth quoting at length on this subject,   

Femininity, and traditional gender roles continue to stick to women like white on 

rice and sport is no exception. Do we look pretty? Are we cute enough? Are we 

desirable? Are our outfits form-fitting enough? Can we get the attention of judges, 

spectators, sponsors and the media? And for God’s, do we act like women?  

Race and gender are firecrackers that ignite America’s social conscience, rattle 

the cages that bind us—cages that block our passage to equality. It’s a double 

whammy for African American female athletes since we aren’t the dominant 

norm—we’re not white. Race and racism loom large and thrown a level athletic 

playing field off kilter.  

Many of us don’t fit the Anglo mold. We stretch the parameters gender roles by 

our presence, our physical appearance, and sometimes unorthodox style. We 

aren’t “feminine,” they say. Commenters describe figure skaters and Surya 

Bonaly and the tennis star Venus Williams as “athletic” “muscular” meaning “not 

feminine.” We create dissonance with our skin color, body type, and facial 

features. We are the other. Sports commenters, locked into a feminine mystique, 

don’t always know what to do with us (p. 387). 

Hall’s comments reflect the nature of the experiences of many black female athletes. The 

goal of this thesis is to critique the continued “Other-ing” of the black female body in 

sport by illuminating the ways in which their bodies become sites for the production and 

maintenance of ideologies of race, gender and sexuality from the standpoint of deviance 

in the context of Western society. As Hall (2005) elucidates, “African American women 

continue to make change—to stretch fortified boundaries. But the glass ceiling has not 
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shattered, even though we are hitting it with a hammer…Maybe it’s made of Plexiglas” 

(387).  

 The literature presented in this chapter speaks to notions of the body, 

representation, epochs of historical representations of blackness, deviance and beauty, all 

of which play into the media framing of black female athletes. While some areas are 

steeped with rich contributions from multiple sources, it becomes clear that the literature 

focused on black female athletes lacks variability as well as breadth. Much of the 

existing, as evidenced above, tends to lean towards examinations of the Williams sisters. 

Though their contributions to the field of tennis are notable, and the research focused on 

them is informative and necessary, it becomes relevant to consider the experiences and 

representation of black female athletes outside of the context of tennis. Furthermore, it is 

pertinent to engage with new questions, and develop nuanced arguments in an attempt to 

add to the literature on the black female sporting body. This project seeks to do just that 

by investigating the media framing of Florence “Flo Jo” Griffith Joyner, Marion Jones 

and Caster Semenya.  

 A deeper understanding of the racialized, sexualized and gendered frames that 

restrict the representations of black female athletes could serve as a way of expounding 

upon the ways in which these images reflect the dominant white racial frame that exists 

in sport and society. Adia Harvey Wingfield and Joe Feagin (2010) argue that “the 

dominant white racial frame consists of sincere fictions, stereotypes, images, emotions, 

interpretations, and discriminatory inclinations that legitimize systemic racism and 
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incline or allow white to participate in the routine exploration of people of color” (p. 13). 

Insofar as black female athletes exist in multiple matrices of oppression, their experiences 

offer access and insight to the concept of intersectionality as discussed by Patricia Hill 

Collins (2005). Using a black feminist and black queer theoretical framework, this project 

maintains that the lived experiences of black women can illuminate the ways in which 

issues of race, gender and sexuality are mediated and moderated by their interactions. 

Focusing on Florence Griffith Joyner, Marion Jones and Caster Semenya will highlight 

the different ways that race, gender and sexuality can intersect and be interpreted.   
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Chapter Three: Data and Method 

An ethnographic take to content analysis is an “approach to document analysis based on 

principles of qualitative data collection and analysis” (Altheide, 1987:65). Ethnographic 

content analysis is used as a means to “document and understand the communication of 

meaning, as well as to verify theoretical relationships. Its distinctive characteristic is the 

highly reflexive and highly interactive nature of the investigator, concepts, data collection 

and analysis” (Altheide, 1987:68). The collection of data and the coding of emergent 

themes are meant to be processed systematically without the rigidity that often stems 

from the use of more quantitative modes of content analysis. Content analysis on its own 

has been actuated as a useful means of examining media images of marginalized groups 

(Hardin et al., 2004; Stacks and Hocking, 1999; Wimmer and Dominick, 1991). That 

said, content analysis is a useful methodological choice for the analysis of the three black 

female athletes that this study intends to investigate. The ethnographic approach to this 

usually quantitative method is useful insofar as the major concern of this project is the 

generation and interpretation of themes and meanings as opposed to quantification. 

Case Selection  

This project engages in an analysis of media representations of Florence Griffith Joyner, 

Marion Jones, and Caster Semenya in an effort to portray contrasting representations of 

black femininity. As will be shown by the data below, Florence Griffith Joyner and 

Caster Semenya act as contrasting representations of black femininity. Marion Jones, 

however, offers a representation of the black female in transition from deviance to 
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redemption. Furthermore, each athlete will serve as an illustration of the questions that 

frame this project, 1) how can analyses of black female athletes lend themselves to a 

clearer understanding of commodity racism? 2) How can analyses of black female 

athletes help us to complicate notions of natural athleticism and doping in sports? 3) How 

do colonial tropes of blackness play into the production and maintenance of commodity 

racism, and the production and (re)production of the black female body as sexually 

deviant? These questions are designed to add to the gap in sports literature by placing 

particular attention on the experiences and representations of black female athletes in 

track and field.   

Data Collection  

The data was collected using a computer search of newspaper and magazine articles and 

photographs of Florence “Flo Jo” Griffith Joyner, Marion Jones and Caster Semenya. A 

total of seventeen newspapers and magazines in the United States and Britain were 

sampled in order to generate a cross section of the English speaking media. The papers 

and magazines include The New York Times, The New Yorker, The New York Daily News, 

TIME, Vogue, The Los Angeles Times, The Chicago Tribune, Mail Online, The Guardian, 

BBC News, The Nation, The Science of Sport, CNN: Sports Illustrated, Desert News, the 

Ocala-Star Banner and the Corpus Christi Caller Times. The sampling process yielded 

20 articles published between 1988 and 1998 concerning Florence Griffith Joyner; 24 

articles spanning from 1997-2009 concerning Marion Jones; and 46 spanning 2009-2012 

concerning Caster Semenya, dozens of photographs of each athlete was also generated (it 

is necessary to note that there were hundreds of articles concerning caster Semenya, 125 
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alone from in The Guardian. That said, in an effort to condense the number of articles for 

the sake of this particular project. A more focused project on Caster Semenya alone 

would employ the use of the 100s of articles dedicated to her). A total of 90 articles were 

collected for analysis of the representations of these three black female athletes.  It is 

necessary to engage in critical investigations of representations as they “are saturated 

with historical meaning, widely recognized and understood, and highly adaptable to 

changes in current belief systems and contexts. In short, cultural lore shapes cultural texts 

and contexts, the stories and images, through which people understand, construct, 

reconstruct, negotiate, change and represent themselves in relation to the cultural contexts 

in which they live” (Linda Tucker 2003:308). For that reasons, this project seeks to flush 

out and interrogate the dominant discourses that emerge in representations of black 

female athletes.  

Data Analysis  

Ethnographic content analysis is a form of qualitative content analysis. As such, it is a 

vigorous form of analysis of textual, verbal and visual data that is intended to 

summarizing, and interpreting the contents of that data (Athleide, 1987; Morgan, 1993; 

Sandelowski, 2000). Like quantitative content analysis, ethnographic content analysis 

entails counting as a means of quantifying the data, however, such quantification is a 

means to an end rather than an end in itself (Sandelowski 2000:338). The goal of 

ethnographic content analysis is not simply to count themes as they emerge, but rather to 

interpret those themes. This project engaged in two levels of coding which will be 
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discussed in detail below. The data will be analyzed within the next chapter Findings and 

Discussion, the ways in which the data will be (re)presented will be discussed in a later 

section of this chapter.   

Coding and Themes  

Ethnographic content analysis (EAC) leaves the process of coding up to the discretion of 

the researcher. That said, though the goal of this thesis is to identify emerging themes, 

there are initial themes that were the basis of the analysis that is to follow. The initial 

themes, which will be referred to as “major themes,” that were coded in the first wave 

were done so as follows: race (1), gender (2), sex/sexuality (3), 

commodification/consumption (4), and deviance (5). After the first wave of coding was 

completed, I conducted a second layer of coding in order generate deeper emergent 

themes that I will refer to as “subthemes,” the dominant subthemes include: 

exoticism/eccentricity, beauty/appearance, hegemonic femininity/masculinity, 

respectability, black femininity/feminism, childhood, colonial tropes, and style/fashion. 

Each subtheme will be elaborated upon in Chapter four Findings and Discussion as they 

relate to the representation of the particular athlete being discussed. Chapter four will be 

broken down into three sections, as a means of analyzing the dominant themes that 

emerged in the representation of each individual athlete.  The first section, entitled, 

“Sports Black Barbie” will engage with an analysis of media representations of Florence 

Griffith Joyner within the context of commodity racism, hegemonic notions of 

femininity, and exotic beauty. Following this section, the next entitled “Golden Girl Gone 

Bad,” will deal with an analysis of Marion Jones and the media framing of her before, as 



 49 

well as after her accusations of steroid use. This section will serve as a means of 

discussing issues of “doping” and critique notions of natural black athleticism. Finally, 

the last section, “The Curious Case of Caster Semenya,” will serve as an analysis and 

critique of the practice of sex/gender testing in sport, and the way Semenya’s case in 

particular serves to (re)inscribe colonial notions of the black female body as masculine, 

and essentially male.   

 Though there are many black female athletes who can, and should be analyzed as 

a means of adding to the lack of critical analysis of the positionality of the black female 

athlete in general; these three were chosen as they each address the questions that are 

within the scope of this particular project. Further study of black female athletes would 

do well to critique media representations of women outside of track and field, as well as 

other black female athletes in the arena of track and field. In the following chapter, 

Findings and Discussion, the data will be organized such that the themes will be 

presented in descending order of prevalence.  

Reliability  

While “a critical component of the content analysis method is to ensure that the coding 

procedure is reliable so that the data reflect consistency in the interpretation and 

application of the coding schemes and not the biases and / or interpretations of coders” 

(Hardin et al., 2004:219); ethnographic content analysis looks to the interpretations of the 

coder as valid data. As it would be impossible to claim that the codes, and themes 

generated from the project are representative of the analyses that could be made, these 

results cannot, and do not, claim to be generalizable. Rather, this project seeks to offer 
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one particular reading of these three female athletes, and offer an analysis of the way 

their particular sporting bodies have been taken up in the context of the questions posed 

above. Other scholars may have a different reading of these athletes, and that too would 

add greatly to the gap in the literature. Nevertheless, the readings and interpretations that 

will follow will be grounded in a solid theoretical framework that positions the bodies of 

black female athletes within the scope of black queer theory.   

 Future projects should engage in other forms of methodological inquiry including 

that of in-depth interviews as a means of addressing as well as generating new questions 

and theoretical frames. Critical examination of “the black female athlete” is necessary in 

terms of strengthening the field of sports studies in sociology and beyond. This thesis 

seeks to be one of the many studies that will contribute to the existing gaps in the 

literature. The media sources that were collected were chosen in order to offer a variety 

of comments for analysis, and to show the differing ways in which, even in the context of 

the English speaking media, each athlete was framed.   
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Chapter Four: Findings and Discussion  

This section is organized into three subsections, “Sports Black Barbie,” “Golden Girl 

Gone Bad,” and “The Curious Case of Caster Semenya,” as a means of highlighting each 

individual athlete. Each subsection will began with tables that lay out the data that was 

collected. Following the tables, a discussion will be provided beginning first with the 

major themes, and followed by a discussion of the subthemes as a means of highlighting 

one of the questions that this thesis seeks to unpack. The questions will be addressed in 

the following order, 1) how can analyses of black female athletes lend themselves to a 

clearer understanding of commodity racism? 2) How can analyses of black female 

athletes help us to complicate notions of natural athleticism and doping in sports?  Lastly, 

3) how do colonial tropes of blackness play into the production and (re)production of the 

black female body as sexually deviant?  Each athlete were selected on the basis that their 

representations in the English speaking media, best illustrate the questions posed by this 

thesis. Furthermore, Joyner and Semenya act as binary representations of notions of black 

femininity. While Jones represents an athletes transition from deviance to redemption. 

Though these three women are not the only athletes that could have been selected, as it is 

the goal of this thesis to analyze representations of black women in track and field 

specifically, they were the most ideal.   

Sports Black Barbie: The Commodification of Florence “Flo Jo” Griffith Joyner  

Florence Griffith Joyner, was born Florence Delorez Griffith on December 21, 1959 in 

Los Angeles, California to Florence and Robert Griffith (“Florence Griffith Joyner” 
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2004). Best known on the track for her fashionable style, Joyner’s personal style is said to 

have developed early, her unique hairstyles marked her as early as grade school 

(“Florence Griffith Joyner” 2004). Joyner’s track career began early, when she joined the 

Sugar Ray Robinson Youth Foundation track competition at the age of seven (“Florence 

Griffith Joyner” 2004). Joyner continued running throughout high school, and college. 

Then in 1984, Joyner competed in the Olympic trials and earned a spot on the track team, 

that year, she earned a silver medal in the 200m (“Florence Griffith Joyner” 2004). In the 

mid 1908s, Joyner began dating fellow Olympian Al Joyner—brother of Jackie Joyner-

Kersee—the two were married in October 1987 (“Florence Griffith Joyner” 2004). 

In the late 1980s, Flo Jo’s career took off, and in 1988 she earned gold medals in 

both the 100m and 200m competitions during the Olympic games (“Florence Griffith 

Joyner” 2004). Outside of Joyner's track career, she created a clothing line, had an acting 

career and authored children’s books (“Florence Griffith Joyner” 2004). Both Joyner’s 

life and her athletic career, offer insight into issues of black female representation and 

commodity racism, which is why she has been selected as a subject of examination for 

this thesis. In this section, I contend that representations of Florence “Flo Jo” Griffith 

Joyner in the English speaking media, both print and photographic, are instrumental for 

understanding the implications of commodity racism. It has been argued that commodity 

racism  

has contributed to shifts in how racism operates, specifically to the shift from a 

racism tied to a biological understanding of the “race” in which identity is fixed or 

naturalized to a racism in which “race” is a cultural category in which racial 

identity is represented as a matter of style and is the subject of choice (Lury 

1996:169).  
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In essence, this is a form of racism that serves to commodify black culture (Spencer 

2004:123), wherein back bodies come to be associated with objects like Nike shoes and 

Gatorade. The data below reflect the frequency, with which the major themes discussed 

in chapter three, Data and Method, appeared in the analysis of the articles focused on 

Florence Griffith Joyner. As evidenced below, the major theme that occurred most often 

was that of commodification.  

Table 1: Major Themes in the Press Coverage of Florence Griffith Joyner, 1988-

1998 

Major Themes Frequency Percentage 

Race 

Racism 

2 10% 

Gender 5 25% 

Sex 

Sexism 

Sexuality 

6 30% 

Commodification 

Consumption 

8 40% 

Deviance 4 20% 

The total number of articles N= 20   

Forty percent of the articles collected discussed Joyner in relation to her appeal as a 

commodity in one form or fashion. Most explicitly, were the discussions of Joyner’s 

marketability as a fashion doll.  
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Figure 1: Florence Griffith Joyner Fashion Doll, as advertised on Amazon    
 

Advertised on Amazon.com for $19.99, the image above depicts the 1989 

Florence Griffith Joyner “Fashion Doll.” The Flo Jo fashion doll, patterned after the one 

and only Barbie doll, is an example of one of the ways in which Joyner's image became 

an object of public consumption. In 1988, when very few Olympians were being courted 

by endorsements from large corporate advertisers, Joyner emerged as an exception and 

earned the nickname “Cash Flow” following her four medal win at the Seoul Olympics—

three gold and one silver (Wallace 1988:1). Marketed as much for her exotic style as for 

her athletic talent, advertisers found her to be an “extremely attractive” corporate 

representative insofar as her “flamboyant one-legged running suits and her long 

fingernails contribute[d] to an image of originality and freshness” (p. 1). In 1988 Joyner 

became the first woman since Wilma Rudolph in 1960, to win three gold track and field 

medals in one Olympics (Litsky 1988:1), launching her into the sports news limelight.     
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Sexuality was the second most dominant theme in representations of Florence 

Griffith Joyner. This theme emerged however, more so in descriptions of Joyner in terms 

of her sexual attractiveness, which will be elaborated on in detail below, within the 

context of the subthemes of beauty/appearance, fashion/style and eccentricity/exoticism. 

The themes of race and gender tended to overlap in representations of Joyner insofar as 

the articles that spoke to these themes contextualized her as the “first black female 

American athlete to be able to come into something like this” (Janofsky 1989 February 

1:2) Those articles that spoke about her gender, did so by stating her to be “the world’s 

fastest female” (Janofsky 1989:1), or “a woman in control of her life” (Nobles 1992:1). 

The four articles that spoke about her in the context of deviance each alluded to the 

possibility of Joyner having used anabolic steroids in order to become the world’s fastest 

woman (Brennan, 1988; Litsky, 1988; Rock, 1998; Williams, 1993). On that score 

however, Joyner never tested positive for illegal drug use (Rock 1998:1).  

 The articles that framed her as eccentric typically described her outfits as 

“flamboyant” or “bizarre” (Janofsky, 1989; Nobles, 1992; Wallace, 1988). While 

discussing Joyners style in terms of bizarre and flamboyant does not in and of itself 

disregard her athleticism. Nevertheless, such descriptions become problematic insofar as 

they “invoke the production of stereotypical comments about her sexual attractiveness” 

(Balsamo1996:46), for example, one sports writer wrote, 

For the quarter finals, the lady wore purple. As she settled into the blocks before 

the second round of the 100 meters at the U.S. Olympic Track and Field Trials in 

Indianapolis on Saturday, Florence Griffith Joyner’s electric-plum bodysuit 

caressed her from neck to ankle. Over it she wore a turquoise bikini brief. Yet her 

left leg was bare; somehow it appeared more naked than any other bare limb in 
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the race. As she crouched in the blacks, her long orange-black-and-white 

fingernails pressed into the scorched, 115 degrees surface of the Mondo track” 

(Kenny Moore 1988b:1).  

 

This description is ripe with sexual innuendo, insofar as her one bare leg becomes an 

object of hypersexualization on the track. Table two below contains the frequency and 

percentage of articles containing the emergent themes dominant in the articles concerning 

Florence Griffith Joyner. 

Table 2: Subthemes in the Press Coverage of Florence Griffith Joyner, 1988-1998 

Subthemes Frequency Percentage 

Race & Racism  

           Exoticism  

            Colonial Tropes 

             Respectability  

 

7 

3 

3 

 

35%  

15% 

15% 

Gender 

           Hegemonic 

Femininity 

           Beauty/Appearance  

 

10 

5 

 

50% 

25% 

Commodification  

                Style & Fashion  

 

13 

 

65% 

Other  

         Childhood  

 

1 

 

5% 

Total number of articles N=20, major themes are in bold  

 As shown in table two and quote above, the dominant emergent theme in the 

Joyner articles focused on her penchant for style and fashion. Nevertheless, it is difficult 

to ignore that the same emphasis on her fashion also serves to exaggerated Joyner's 

sexual appeal. Discussed as one of the sexiest girls in the 1984 Olympics with an exotic 

appeal (Balsamo 46), Anne Balsamo (1996), notes that such imagery constructs Joyner as 

a “cultural icon of exotic otherness,” moreover, as an “attractive, exotic, female body,” 

(46). Such an analysis of Joyner highlights the ways in which black female bodies 
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become viewed as “transgressive cultural difference and as natural sex object[s]” (47). 

For Joyner, however, this “cultural difference” and positionality as a “natural sex object” 

served to position her as a marketable object for consumption, as a Barbie doll, actress, 

and desirable corporate advertising tool; as opposed to an icon of black sexual deviance. 

Perhaps it is due to the deliberate feminization of Joyner’s image that saved her from 

becoming a purely sexual object as so many black female bodies do.  

 Fifty percent of the articles surveyed managed desexualize Joyner by constructing 

her as a hegemoincally feminine woman by playing up aspects of her life that aligned 

with the ideals of “true femininity.” An article by Frank Litsky (1988) notes,  

She reads children’s books and writes them. Her 30 nephews and nieces always 

begged her for bedtime stories, and the next night they wanted the story again, so 

she started writing them down. She has written 10 children’s books, none 

published yet, but now a publisher wants them. Here favorite story concerns a 

mischievous 7-year old named Barry Bam Bam (p. 2).   

Such an excerpt shows the methods by which writers were able to capture Joyner as a 

nurturing figure, just as the image below highlights Joyner as a wife.  
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Figure 2: Florence Griffith Joyner, embracing Al Joyner  

 

Articles that played up Joyner's role as a wife, often framed her as ending her races in the 

arms of her husband and coach Al Joyner, as depicted by the image above. Such an image 

serves to depict Joyner with the status of hegemonic femininity, an attribute that is not 

naturally ascribed to black women (Collins, 2005; Davis, 1981).  articles that discussed 

Joyner as more than just “another pretty face” (Litsky, 1988) or a church goer (Moore, 

1988a) representations of beauty and respectability, functioned in a similar manner to 

those articles that portrayed Joyner as hegemoincally feminine, efforts that operate to 

make her into an object of public consumption. 

 Nevertheless, despite the ways in which Joyner was framed positively, framing 

her in terms of hypersexualization, an “Amazonian beauty” (Lena Williams 1993:2), 

hyper-athletic and animalistic served to position her in the context of colonial 

tropes/fantasies of blackness. Articles describe Joyner as “extraordinarily muscled,” 

(Litsky 1988), running with her “hair flying, arms straining [and] thigh muscles bulging” 

(Brad Rock 1998:1). That said, Joyner then becomes a prime example of the ways in 
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which multiple colonial fantasies of blackness can be ascribed to one body. One article 

titled, “Very Fancy, Very Fast” reads,  

the idea that a beautiful woman in lingerie can run as fast as all but a handful of 

men in the NFL has stirred such interest that the Joyner’s have been besieged, and 

Florence is not one to pass unrecognized (Moore 1988a: 4).  

 

Thus, Joyner is simultaneously hyperathletic, almost masculinized (she can keep up with 

the boys after all), and explicitly sexualized (her outfit is described as lingerie). 

Representations of Joyner in the English speaking media, serve as an example of the 

ways in which black bodies, while simultaneously regarded as other, can indeed become 

packaged in such a way as to become desirable commodities. However, what happens 

when the aspects that “other” an athlete are framed as undesirable? 

Golden Girl Gone Bad: The Case of Marion Jones 

Marion Lois Jones was born October 12, 1975 in Los Angeles, California, to parents 

George Jones and Marion Toler; Jones was raised by her mother who immigrated to the 

United States from Belize ("Jones, Marion 1975–."). Jones’ inspiration and desire for 

running stemmed from witnessing Florence Griffith Joyner's participation in the 1984 

Seoul Olympic Games ("Jones, Marion 1975–."). As a college athlete, Jones ran track 

and played basketball, and became the first player in the history of UNC’s women’s 

basketball to score over 1000 points by her sophomore season ("Jones, Marion 1975–."). 

When jones graduated however, her athletic focus turned solely to track and field ("Jones, 

Marion 1975–."). Her success in track included becoming the first female track athlete to 

win five medals at one Olympic Games—four gold and one bronze in 2000. Yet and still, 
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Jones success was marred by the revelation of her drug use, making her an excellent 

candidate for the investigation of deviance and the black female athlete.  

The position of the black athlete is a precarious one. The same attributes that at 

once, make them desirable, speed, strength, etc. can just as easily turn them from objects 

of admiration into objects of scorn. This analysis of the English speaking representations 

of Marion Jones will serve to address the question of how analyses of black female 

athletes help us to complicate notions of natural athleticism and doping in sports. Ideas 

about black athletic superiority are not new (Azzarito and Harrison, 2008; Billings, 2003; 

Entine 2001; Hoberman, 1997; Whannel, 1992). Nevertheless, in this section I contend 

that when black athleticism is found to be unnatural, it can lead to new anxieties about 

racialization and nature within the context of sport. For example, while Sammy Sosa’s 

steroid use “signifies anxiety about the racialization and hybridization of America’s 

favorite ‘pastime’…Mark McGwire’s andro use [can be viewed] as a lesser violation as 

[as it is] still within the laws of nature” Mobley and Cole (2005:7-8). That is to say, 

insofar as whiteness is not attributable to natural athletic superiority it is within the laws 

of nature that they seek an edge through the use of steroids; while a black athlete who 

does the same becomes regarded as doubly deviant.  

 For Marion Jones, who burst onto the track and field scene at a time in which the 

black athletes of the past were retired or retiring, her natural “raw ability” (Hersh 

1998b:2) became constructed as a birth of fresh air. That said, it is not hard to believe that 

the dominant reoccurring theme in the twenty-four articles surveyed, as recorded in table 

three, focus on Jones’ deviant behavior—her performance enhancing drug usage.  
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Table 3: Major Themes in the Press Coverage of Marion Jones, 1997-2009 

Major Themes Frequency Percentage 

Deviance 13 54% 

Gender 6 25% 

Commodification 

Consumption 

3 12.5% 

Total number of articles N=24 

Fifty-four percent of the articles surveyed made note of Jones’ “doping” charges, and 

reflected a tone of feelings of “betrayal” in regards to the “tarnished golden girl” 

(Gregory, 2007; Araton, 2007). The images below reflect this double image of Jones—

natural athlete vs. deviant drug user. On the right, Marion Jones graces the cover of 

TIME Magazine, her body poised in the form of a sprint, the caption reads, “Marion 

Jones wants five golds. Can she do it?” In the context of the 2000 Olympics, Jones was 

poised to become a legend of mythic quality if she were able to take gold in the sprints, 

long jump and relays during the games (Hersh 1998a). Though, Jones walked away with 

five medals that year, only three were gold (Gregory 2007); yet and still, she maintained 

her “girl next door” image (Zinser 2008).  
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Figure 3: Marion Jones' tearful confession 

Figure 4: Marion Jones, TIME cover 

 However, when Jones’ husband, C. J. Hunter failed a drug test at meet in Norway 

in July of 2000, those who had seen in Jones the “quintessential American star and savior 

of the [2000 Olympic] games,” began to cite “noticing a little bloom off the rose” (Araton 

2000:1). Though nothing was proven at that point, whispers surrounding Jones’ possible 

drug use began to circulate. Still, in time for the 2004 Olympics Jones was still 

considered was still considered a “superstar in sport” and the “five medal heroine of the 

2000 Sydney Olympics” (Hersh 2004). Nevertheless, the positive test of her then ex-

husband, C.J. Hunter, and her affiliation with a coach “disgraced for his past advocacy of 

performance enhancing drugs” (p.1), began to make the whispers all the more pointed. 

Then, in 2007, Jones image officially transformed from the photo on the right above, to 

that of the image on the left—one tear trickling down the side of her face as she admits to 

lying to federal agents about her use of performance enhancing drugs (Gregory 2007). 
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Her admission dramatically changed the ways in which her image was represented within 

the context of the sports press. No longer could she describe her success as “50 percent 

talent and 50% wanting [to win] so badly,” (Reed 2001:2), her claim to natural black 

athleticism took the bullet of a positive drug test.  

 The other two major themes that emerged in the articles about Jones, were over 

shadowed by those that discussed her positive drug testing results, and the lies leading up 

to her eventual admission. In the context of gender, Jones was often talked about in the 

context of being the first woman in track and field to win five gold medals (Hersh, 1998; 

Rhoden, 2000); as well as in connection with her position as a prime commodity in the 

sports world as one being among the highest paid women athletes in the world in 1998 

(Hersh 1999). Both her position as a commodity, and superior female athlete become 

called into question when taken alongside her admission to performance enhancing drug 

use. Nevertheless, while these major themes took up much of the discourse about Jones, 

other themes did emerge in my analysis of the articles collected. Table four illustrates 

that distribution.  

Table 4: Major Themes in the Press Coverage of Marion Jones, 1997-2009 

Subthemes Frequency Percentage 

Race & Racism 

            Colonial Tropes  

 

2 

 

8.3% 

Gender 

          Hegemonic 

Femininity 

          Beauty/Appearance  

 

10 

2 

 

42% 

8.3% 

Other 

          Childhood  

 

2 

 

8.3% 

 Total number of articles N=24, major themes are in bold 
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 Though the articles of Jones produced fewer emergent themes than those of 

Florence Griffith Joyner, it is notable that both female athletes had an abundance of 

articles that positioned them in the context of hegemonic femininity. Furthermore, in the 

case of Jones, it is also important to note that some of the 42% of articles that discussed 

her with hegemonic feminine language, and the 8.3% that discussed her as beautiful did 

so even after her “spectacular fall from grace” (Zinser 2008)—though usually with a 

sarcastic lilt. That said, the representations of Jones presented above, are meant to 

illustrate the ways in which a black body associated with drug use becomes a doubly 

negative image—insofar as drug use is regarded as negative in and of itself, and the fact 

of blackness—attributed to superior athletic ability—makes it doubly deviant. 

Nevertheless, Jones’ missteps, however, reflect only one of the ways in which black 

bodies become associated with deviance in the context of sport.  

The Curious Case of Caster Semenya: Colonial Discourses of Black Sexuality Written 

on Contemporary Sporting Bodies 

Mokgadi Caster Semenya was born in Polokwane (formerly known as Pietersburg) South 

Africa on January 7, 1991 (African Success), and made headlines in 2009 over disputes 

in regards to her gender. Growing up, Semenya is said to have worn pants rather than 

skirts to school, played soccer with the boys, and was often teased about her masculine 

feature (August 2009:1). Nevertheless, despite the gender row, her family has stood 

behind her, and assertions of her femininity. Semenya's father is quoted as saying "She is 

my little girl...I raised her and I have never doubted her gender...she is a woman and I can 
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repeat that a million times" (p.1). Beyond the baking Semenya has received from her 

family, the ruling African National Congress part has also "called on South Africans to 

'rally behind [their] golden girl'" (p.1). Semenya's short career in track and field, the 

scrutiny that her body has come over in life, and on the international scale, position her as 

a black female athlete worthy of examination within the context of the media.      

 For as long as women have participated in sport, “the characterization of the best 

female athletes as ‘looking like men’ or ‘mannish’ has consistently been used to degrade 

them” (Zirin and Wolf 2009a, p.2). However, for black women, who have historically 

been represented as more masculine than other groups of women, the issue takes on a 

different tone. For instance, “the rise of Black women in track and field fed derogatory 

images of Black athletic women in U.S. culture as ‘man ladies’” (Vertinsky and Capitan, 

1998; Hardin et al., 2004). Nevertheless, much of the recent academic scholarship on 

race, gender and sport that looks explicitly at black women has been focused on either the 

Williams sisters or the Rutgers Women’s basketball team incident involving Don Imus 

(Schultz, 2005; Cooky et al., 2010). While both offer insight into the masculinized image 

of black women in the context of sport, there is one area in general and one incident in 

particular that warrants further investigation. Track and field has often acted as a site of 

contested terrain for the black woman in general; and the recent example of South 

African runner Caster Semenya specifically, offers a unique means for examining the 

ways in which colonial tropes of blackness play into the production and (re)production of 

the black female body as sexually deviant.    



 66 

Table 5: Major Themes in the Press Coverage of Caster Semenya, 2009-2012 

Major Themes Frequency Percentage 

Deviance 36 78% 

Gender 26 57% 

Sex 

Sexuality 

Sexism 

24 52% 

Commodification 

Consumption 

3 7% 

Race 

Racism 

2 4% 

Total number of articles N= 46 

  The evidence above is not meant to suggest that only black bodies, or bodies of 

color, are the only bodies that can be called into question in terms of sexual deviance. 

However, much as in the case of Jones, deviance in conjunction with the fact of 

blackness alters the ways in which that particular form of deviance can be read. As 

Stephanie Findlay (2012), notes that “since women began competing in the Olympics in 

1900, their femininity, or lack thereof, has inspired the creation of gender verification 

tests” (p. 2). For black women however, this questioning of femininity is not regulated to 

the field of sport, nor did it emerge only with women’s participation in the 1900 Olympic 

games. Furthermore, while individual white women and even groups of women—as in 

the East German soviet bloc—have been accused of sexual deviance within the context of 

sport, that deviance was not considered inherent nor was it attributed to all women of that 

ethnic group. In the case of black women however, sexual deviance was not confined to 

an individual or even a particular ethnic group, but rather, black female sexual deviance 

became constructed as the explanation for sexual degeneration of all black people 
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(Collins, 2005; Hammonds, 1997; Hobson, 2003, Miller-Young, 2008). It is for that very 

reason, that the recent case of Caster Semenya allows room for scholars to unpack the 

ways in which colonial tropes of blackness play into the production and (re)production of 

the black female body—and black bodies in general—as  sexually deviant. 

 In relation to framing Semenya as sexually deviant within the contents of the 

articles surveyed, were, not surprisingly, the themes of gender and sex/sexuality/and 

sexism. For the purpose of this thesis, I coded statements that referred to Semenya as 

being “raised as a girl,” “a woman,” or “a girl to us,” under the theme of gender. Whereas 

statements that referred to Semenya as “female” or spoke about “her sex or sexuality” 

(Zirin, 2009; Zirin and Wolf 2009a, Zisner, 2010) explicitly, I coded under the theme of 

sex/sexuality/sexism in an effort to distinguish between the cultural and socially 

constructed nature of gender, and the biological nature of sex. Surprisingly, in terms of 

the major themes that this thesis is concerned with, only two of the articles made explicit 

reference to Semenya’s race. However, as will be shown in an explanation of the 

emergent subthemes, while Semenya’s race was not necessarily mentioned explicitly, 

langue was used that reflect colonial tropes/fantasies of blackness. In terms of referencing 

Semenya in terms of a commodity, only a few articles made mention of the ways in 

which the sex/gender controversy (Clarey, 2010; Kessle, 2011 ) could possibly impact 

Semenya’s prize money earnings, and her possible celebrity.  

Table 6: Subthemes in the Press Coverage of Caster Semenya, 2009-2012 

Subthemes Frequency Percentage 
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Race & Racism  

              Colonial Tropes  

 

13 

 

28% 

Gender 

            Hegemonic 

Femininity  

             Beauty/Appearance  

 

11 

2 

 

24% 

4% 

Total number of articles N=46, Major themes in bold  

 As shown in table six, the articles about Semenya produced only three emergent 

themes. Nevertheless, each of the themes that did emerge, were directly related to 

Semenya’s position as sexually deviant. The 28% of articles that framed Semenya in the 

context of colonial tropes/fantasies of blackness did so by relating instances in Semenya 

was contextualized with colonial language, using the term “hermaphrodite” (Smith, 2009; 

Zirin and Wolf, 2009a; Zirin and Wolf 2009b) citations or marked her as 

masculine/mannish, the later was often in the context of her appearance. Articles that 

spoke about Semenya’s appearance did so in the following ways, making comments such 

as “Just look at her…These kinds of people should not run with us. For me, she’s not a 

woman. She’s a man” (Clarey and Kolata 2009:1). Articles of this nature reported that 

people often took Semenya’s “outward male [or mannish] characteristics” (Bull 2011; 

Findlay, 2012; Fordyce, 2009; Kolata, 2010; Levy, 2009; Zinser, 2010) as ‘proof’ of her 

sexual deviance. Photographs such as those below, served as similar purpose, framing her 

strength and wide leg posture as evidence for sexual deviance.  
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Figure 5: Caster Semenya Flexing at the 2009 World Championships  

Figure 6: Caster Semenya in "unfeminine pose"   

 The attention paid to Semenya’s appearance, and the continued framing of her 

within the context of colonial discourse on the black female body, plays into comparisons 

of Semenya with South African Saartjie Baartman, who in the early 19
th

 century had her 

genitals scrutinized in public discourse (Gevisser, 2009). The ways in which Baartman’s 

body was regarded as an oddity in relation to the shape of her buttocks, the size of her 

breasts, and length of her clitoris, are reminiscent of discussions of Semenya’s body 

insofar as she was subjected to a battery of sex/gender testing in order to confirm her 

womanhood (Clarey, 2010; Farquhar, 2009; Fisher, 2009). The ways in which the image 

of Baartman below has taken up a place within the discourse of black sexual deviance in 

the context of the colonial, Semenya’s body is becoming a site of contemporary 

discussions of black female sexual deviance.  As mentioned in chapter three, Data and 

Method, the computer search for articles about Caster Semenya yielded hundreds. Future 
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studies that focus on her specifically and issues of sex/gender testing in sport, could 

benefit from a close, ethnographic or quantitative content analysis of those articles. 

 
Figure 7: The Hottentot Venus, Saartjie Baartman   

Discussion 

The data above, are meant to illustrate the ways in which analyses of black female bodies 

contribute to discussions of commodity racism; notions of natural athleticism and doping 

in sport; and the (re)production of colonial tropes of blackness in contemporary 

representations of black female bodies. The aim of this section, is to discuss the data and 

these questions as a means of moving the subject of the black female athlete ahead. 

Specifically, this section will discuss the ways in which the representations of Florence 

Griffith Joyner and Caster Semenya serve as contrasting images of black femininity, as 

well as femininities role in the production of commodity racism. In addition, this section 
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will look at Marion Jones' deviant behavior and subsequent redemption as a means of 

addressing the questions that have been posed throughout this thesis.  

 

Joyner and Semenya: Contrasting Black Female Bodies, and Commodity Racism 

 

Anne McClintock (1995) marks “the shift from scientific racism—embodied in 

anthropological, scientific and medical journals, travel writing and ethnographies—to 

what [she calls] commodity racism” (emphasis in original; p. 33). During the Victorian 

era, McClintock notes, that “advertising took explicit shape around the reinvention of 

racial difference” (p. 209). Today, in the age where race is commonly accepted as a 

“social construction,” old ideas about racial difference continue to be (re)produced with 

the help of media tools and advertising. In the case of Florence Griffith Joyner, though 

she was at times regarded in the light of hegemonic femininity; her image was often 

marketed in a hypersexual fashion as evidenced by the figures presented earlier in this 

chapter. 

 While the notion that “sex sells” is not limited to black bodies, the marketing of 

black bodies in a sexual fashion is laced with historical notions of black female sexuality. 

In reality, the sexualized framing of Florence Griffith Joyner harkens back to the colonial 

trope of the jezebel. Such a framing of black female athletes did not end with Joyner's 

retirement or her death however. Rather, contemporary examples of black female track 

and field athletes being devalued in the media in terms of athleticism in favor of being 

heralded as sex objects fit to be consumed by the public gaze. In the same way that 

Joyner's talents as an athlete were at times overshadowed in favor of playing up her sex 
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appeal, Allyson Felix and Jeneba Tarmoh—who have tied for the final spot in the 

women’s 100 meters—find themselves in a position of being discounted as athletes and 

lauded as sex kittens, not by the sports media, by a fellow athlete. Justin Gatlin, fellow 

sprinter, commented on the impending tie breaker that is to occur between Felix and 

Tarmoh in order to decide who gets that final spot by saying, “I'm voting for Jell-O 

wrestling match, Red Jell-O. That's my favorite” (Caple 2012:1). While such a comment 

was, perhaps, meant said in gest, it stands as an example of the ease with which black 

female athletes can be reduced to the ideas of the deviance of black female sexuality.  

 Contemporary claims of black sexual deviance are best articulated by the 

representations of Caster Semenya, who in terms of black femininity serves as Florence 

Griffith Joyner's antithesis. On the one hand, representations of Florence Griffith Joyner 

mark her as ultra feminine, from her elaborately decorated nails, to her uniquely sexy 

running attire. On the other hand, representations of Caster Semenya frame her 

masculine, and mark her as sexual deviant and subject her to public scrutiny and a series 

of sex/gender tests. That said, Semenya's body is not sexually marketable—a 

contemporary jezebel—in the way of Florence Griffith Joyner. Rather Semenya's body is 

marked by colonial conceptions of black femininity as hermaphroditic (Carrington, 2010; 

Zirin and Wolf 2010).  
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Deviance and Redemption?: Marion Jones 

Though Jones like Semenya serves as a representation of deviance in the course of this 

thesis, her story is also one that is marked by redemption. As discussed in Chapter 2, the 

use of performance enhancing drugs by female athletes is marked by the association such 

drugs have with hyper-masculinization. That coupled with Jones' race, one that is often 

associated with natural athleticism, marked her deviance all the more. However, unlike 

other accused and condemned of the use of banned substances, Jones has sought to make 

amends and come out of the darkness that shrouded the end of her track and field career. 

As James LaBeau (May 2010) notes "amid the ashes of her shame, Jones has set out to 

forge a new identity for herself amid the WNBA. She signed on with the Tulsa Shock on 

March 10th 2010 as the leagues oldest rookie at 34" (p. 1). Nevertheless, Jones herself 

has claimed that "redemption isn't a part of [her] vocabulary," (Tinley, March 2010), 

quite the statement for one who has fallen so far from her once golden status. Yet and 

still, Jones' story lends itself, at the very least, to the possibility of redemption following a 

deviant act involving the use of a banned substance. It makes one question however, if 

redemption is possible for those marked as sexually deviant within the context of sport, 

and the lengths that such an individual would have to traverse in order to approach 

redemption. That however, is a question for another day.  
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Chapter Five: Conclusion  

The primary goal of this thesis has to unpack the following questions 1) how can analyses 

of black female athletes lend themselves to a clearer understanding of commodity 

racism? 2) How can analyses of black female athletes help us to complicate notions of 

natural athleticism and doping in sports?  Lastly, 3) how do colonial tropes of blackness 

play into the production and (re)production of the black female body as sexually deviant?  

Furthermore, this project has attempted to show the ways in which Florence Griffith 

Joyner and Caster Semenya act as binary representations of black femininity; while 

representations of Marion Jones speak to the possibility of redemption. In doing so, this 

thesis has aimed to add to the limited discussion of black female athletes within the 

context of sports sociology. While there have been attempts to address this gap (Bell, 

2008; Scraton, 2010), there is a need for more critical analysis of the intersection of race, 

gender and sexuality in sport.  

 Future research should consider the use of in depth interviews, quantitative 

content analysis and survey’s as methodological tools for addressing various questions 

concerning the position of the black female athlete in sport. Growing this body of 

literature is important insofar as sport is a site that is often taken up to examine the 

construction of race, gender and sexuality. Understanding these ideologies from the 

perspective of black women can serve to illuminate the various ways that intersecting 

paradigms impact experience, representation, and other societal processes. The 

experiences of black female athletes are not reducible to the experiences of black men or 
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white women, but are unique in their own right. The continued study of black female 

athletes would contribute to the field of the sociology of sport in general, and the study of 

race, gender, sexuality and class in society at large.   
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