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This dissertation situates the emergence of women’s intercollegiate sport at the 

University of Texas from 1927-1992 within the inherent tensions within liberal feminism 

regarding difference and equality. Specifically, it examines how the rhetoric of fair play 

functions as a resource for both resistance and social control. The rhetoric of fair play 

refers to a set of debates and discussions over the structure and meaning of competitive 

sport. The project proposes three tensions within fair play rhetoric: Discipline or 

Freedom, Rules as Control or Transformation, and the Universal or Political Athlete. 

Drawing upon the theoretical resources of liberal, radical and materialist feminism, as 

well as the cultural theory of Michel Foucault and Raymond Williams, the project argues 

that values of fairness and meritocracy within sport function dialectically to both 

empower demands for social change and to extend preexisting hierarchies. A number of 

questions guided this project: What social norms are at stake during sport competitions? 
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How does fair play rhetoric uphold or challenge these norms? On what basis does fair 

play rhetoric challenge status quo social conditions? On what basis does it uphold them? 

And finally, how do the assumptions behind various usages of fair play rhetoric enable 

and limit their effects on society? Three case studies demonstrate how consecutive 

women’s sport administrators at Texas used claims to fair play to negotiate the dialectic 

tension of transcendent claims to sport identity and particular attachments to gender 

within women’s involvement in sport. Rhetorical tactics shifted from an invocation of 

sport’s public welfare benefits to political activism on behalf of women’s right to 

compete at sport. The project sets these varied tactics of sport advocacy within broader 

contexts of first wave feminism, interwar period Progressivism, social transformations of 

World War II, Civil Rights activism, and second wave feminism of the 1970s, 

culminating in the passage of Title IX. The dissertation concludes that the rhetoric of fair 

play exists within sport, and beyond, as a powerful form of discourse that can be wielded 

for social control or challenge. What is considered “playing fair” may change with time 

and perspective but the stakes remain high and thus merit scholarly attention.  
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CHAPTER 1 

FAIR PLAY, POWER, AND WOMEN IN SPORT  

 
To imagine an America shaped by the fair contests of competing  

individuals offered assurances that those who had power deserved it,  

that those who did not had had their fair chance. 

- Oriard, Sporting with the Gods, 28 

 

 This project is an attempt to grapple with the problem of fairness. How is it that 

democratic society, for all of its investment in this term, cannot bring itself to enact its 

full meaning? I think we can find answers to this question in an investigation of the 

rhetorical frustrations, constraints, and innovations of women challengers to equality's 

limits in the realm of sport. 

I knew at an early age that something powerful happened when an athlete cried 

“unfair.” Sure, I hated losing as much as anyone but I knew deep in my bones that 

bending the rules or violating them altogether was a cardinal sin of athletics; to win by 

cheating was not to win at all. But there were other cases; times when something broader 

and less specifically sport-related seemed to be at risk. For instance, when I was eleven I 

pitched in a championship Little League baseball game, the only girl on either team, and 

faced a pressure-packed situation late in the contest. We were ahead by one run and I was 

facing a boy who had already hit a home run that day. After a quick coaching conference, 
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I intentionally walked him on four pitch-outs. The look on this boy’s face was contorted 

with anger, with disbelief – the invective “that’s unfair” was written all over his scowl. I 

promptly struck out the next boy on three pitches. I remember thinking after the game 

“Why was the home run hitter so upset? Pitchers walk dangerous hitters all the time, it is 

part of baseball.” A small, inarticulate voice in my head knew there was something more 

going on, something about me being a girl and him being a boy and some larger dynamic 

of power and status that was subverted by my perfectly fair pitching tactics. 

 Two decades later I found myself on a co-ed recreational slow-pitch softball field, 

once again playing the sport I love and realizing how its values of fairness govern much 

more than rules of the game. In this co-ed league, males and female bat in alternating 

order; as each male came to the plate the opposing team captain instructed his outfielders 

to move back and prepare for a long fly ball. As each female stepped up he called them 

in, guarding against the “bloop” single that could drop between infield and outfield. 

When I lofted a medium-depth fly ball over the “girl depth” outfielders and collected my 

home run, I couldn’t help but smile. I also vowed that my team would not attach softball 

strategy to physiology – we would move back on skilled, powerful hitters, and move up 

on novice, weaker ones. Thankfully my team of open-minded men (who also wanted very 

much to win our games) adapted their language. Twenty years after my Little League 

pitch-out, however, I was reminded that rules of fair play are almost always coded with 

larger meaning, deeper impact, and more far-reaching implications than any one diamond 

or pitch or court.  
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 It is from this athletic experience that I embarked upon this project, unpacking the 

wider meanings of fairness within debates over women’s sport. Many other personal and 

professional experiences touch on this question. As a two-sport college athlete in soccer 

and softball I observed two very different regimes of femininity in sport, both on teams 

so optimistically labeled “non-contact” but with very different relationships to lesbian 

stigma in women’s sport. Since college I have competed at rugby, certainly a contact 

sport, and one of the few where girls and women play by exactly the same rules as boys 

and men. As a female with a slight build, it is imperative that I demonstrate excellent 

technique in the physical aspects of rugby; it is also true that in non-contact scrimmages 

or practices with men, technique can beat sheer size or strength. Running circles around 

large muscle-bound men, even those well-trained to respect their fellow “ruggers” 

continues to raise eyebrows and elicit comments. Finally, spending two years writing 

about sports for a daily newspaper taught me just how entrenched certain ideas about 

femininity, female identity, and feminism are within wider cultural discourses. I wrote 

feature pieces on tough female athletes when my editors wanted a contrast with 

something soft and sensitive, more feminine. I covered a male-versus-female boxing 

match and insisted on reporting the arm reach and height of the fighters, not just their role 

as puppets in an ongoing gender war. I traveled a full summer with the Women’s 

National Basketball Association, marveling at the lengths that league went to to 

emphasize its players’ femininity and heterosexuality to members of the media as well as 

to fans. Heading back to graduate school I had one question in mind: what are we really 

talking about when we talk about sports? What can sport tell us about the larger society 



 4

given that it and its surrounding discourses exist at the intersection of relations of class, 

race, and gender? How does the rhetoric of fair play, invested as it is in the discourses of 

liberalism, inform not only sport but also social movements and broader conceptions of 

citizenship? 

 This project has allowed me to pursue these questions systematically and in depth. 

The University of Texas has a rich history, in nearly all areas, but certainly in sport. The 

memory of the history of women’s athletics is packed away in archive boxes holding the 

papers of three major figures in UT sport history: Anna M. Hiss, Betty Thompson, and 

Donna Lopiano. Accessing archives for this project was an experience in itself. I 

descended into the basement of Anna Hiss Hall, appropriately enough, to rifle through 

the anecdotal collections of the Todd-McLean Collection for Physical Culture (now 

located and reorganized in the H. J. Lutcher Stark Center for Physical Culture and 

Sports). I discovered boxes filled with old physical education class rosters, posture 

competition photos, accounts of arcane versions of basketball, softball, or lawn tennis. 

Women in modest swimsuits or track outfits smiled out at me, inviting me to read more, 

ask more, find out how these decorous Victorians gave rise to one of the most powerful 

women’s athletic departments in the nation. At the Center for American History I read 

meeting memos, internal staff circulars, carefully worded demands to university 

presidents, student notes in year-end banquet memorabilia. I read Donna Lopiano’s draft 

of her Congressional testimony to defend Title IX and felt like I was reading my own 

tomboy birth certificate. Daily Texan microfilm illuminated a college campus 

increasingly aware of social justice issues. Slowly a portrait emerged of three generations 
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of women, all dedicated to supporting and expanding a women’s sport program at Texas, 

but all with very different visions for what that that program should look like, specifically 

whether competition should be banned, limited, or encouraged. 

 As a modern-day competitor this stumped me; how could women who supported 

women athletes be opposed to competition? How did Anna Hiss have the gumption to 

demand a new gymnasium but then refuse to hold thrilling contests and glorious victories 

inside? It became clear that the mere fact of competing was not the core issue for these 

women, it was what winning meant. Or more specifically, what competing meant, what 

playing fair should look like and what social values were challenged or upheld in the 

process. For despite the seemingly antiquated views of those 1920s and 1930s physical 

educators, this question is very much alive in 2010. An attempt to eliminate women’s 

sport teams or athletic programs today would be met with disbelief and outrage. 

Women’s style of play, their behavior on the courts or fields or slopes, their perceived 

motivations for training so hard and pushing so far for victory – these elements are the 

realm of contention. Debates continue over fair play in women’s sport because sport is 

connected to women’s larger struggles for equality. 

 To take some recent examples: During a February 2010 contest between Baylor 

and Texas Tech women’s basketball, Baylor freshman Brittany Griner punched an 

opponent in the nose after being aggressively shoved out of the area below the basket. 

The incident was instantly a hot topic among national sports commentators and earned a 

quarter-million views on internet video-sharing sites. Griner was suspended for two 

games for her action yet many fans called for harsher penalties (see Bohls). Much of the 
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media debate revolved around whether a male player would have been punished more or 

less than Griner. Also in February of 2010, the Canadian women’s Olympic hockey team 

was roundly criticized for returning to the ice hours after their gold medal victory over 

the United States to puff cigars and sip celebratory champagne and beer. The players 

were not out of control; they did not damage any equipment nor insult their vanquished 

opponents. The outrage over their behavior, however, was immediate and widespread. 

The International and Canadian Olympic Committees investigated the matter (see Fong). 

In perhaps the most sensitive recent case, the gender status of South African sprinter 

Caster Semenya came under international scrutiny after she won the world championship 

800 meter race with a record time. A common argument in investigating Semenya was to 

protect the “real” women in the race from an “unfair” outcome (see Wente). None of the 

comments aired after these events called for the elimination of women’s college 

basketball, Olympic women’s hockey or women’ track races. Each attended more to the 

manner in which these women competed, celebrated, or conquered on the sporting stage. 

That women compete in sport is largely uncontested today; women’s participation in 

competitive sport remains a site of social struggle, however, due largely to the concept of 

fair play.  

 In this way, appeals to fairness are always connected to power. Oriard’s 

observation that opens this chapter articulates how judgments of fair play often reflect the 

status of those judging; he distinguishes between the status quo and social challenge 

views of fair play by using contrasting the terms sportsmanship and gamesmanship. 

Oriard explains. 
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Sportsmanship is the code of those who have power, for whom winning and 

losing will not disturb power arrangements, and playing well in itself confirms the 

legitimacy of power. Gamesmanship is the code for those to whom winning 

matters most, and for whom the outcome is in doubt. (26) 

These two claims to fairness are made on nearly a daily basis in American public 

discourse – a contest is deemed fair by the winners and hopelessly rigged by the losers. 

Fair play rhetoric is well suited, then, to account for the twin American values of equal 

opportunity and cutthroat competition. Viewing life as a game allows us to account for 

the opportunities won through hard work and the “stacked deck” feeling of those with 

significant head starts (Oriard 8). This connection is more than metaphorical; it is 

profoundly ideological and significant. Indeed, sport is a social realm steeped in the 

ideology of fairness. 

 Despite the ideological uses of fair play discourse, many Americans are still 

drawn to game metaphors for life’s challenges. This is because the ideal of fairness 

resonates so deeply with the liberal values on which the United States rests: individual 

effort, hard work, compliance to order, and expectation of reward. Americans believe so 

strongly in the values of fairness, of meritocracy, and we recognize those values within 

sporting spaces. The liberal values at the core of fair play are also fundamentally 

paradoxical. It is difficult, within a system predicated on individual opportunity and 

abstract equality, to recognize injustices leveled at entire socially-defined groups. Thus, 

when women or any other underrepresented group argue for inclusion within a 

meritocratic system like sport, they seem to be violating the standards that rule that 
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system. There’s no crying in baseball, as male manager in the film A League of Their 

Own reminds his female player.  

The egalitarian ethos of sport is ruthless in this way: Those with superior skills 

ostensibly rise to greater sport accomplishment and opportunities. Of course we know 

this does not always occur – great athletes have languished in obscurity or been actively 

eliminated from the top tiers of competition. Major League Baseball is the most 

frequently cited case of this, but scores more exist. Women, like racial minorities or gays 

and lesbians, face a rhetorical struggle to first establish how their social group is excluded 

from egalitarian systems, then to demand inclusion so that fair contests occur. The 

paradoxes of liberalism complicate sport just as they influence social change efforts 

throughout American society. 

 At the same time, standards of merit and skill open a door for challenges to 

existing social arrangements and power structures. Demonstrations of skill, or even 

victory in head-to-head contest, hold value in realms of fair play. Each time an 

impressive athletic performance is dismissed by powerful status quo interests, the entire 

foundation of egalitarian sport is threatened. The tactic of denial cannot hold up forever. 

Taken to its extreme, this dismissal rejects what Simon calls the “constitutive” rules that 

give each sport its identity (15). When a player uses fewer strokes to place the golf ball in 

the cup, this skilled performance must be recognized or else the concept “golf” risks 

disappearing. When that player is a female, or any other individual excluded because of 

membership in a socially defined identity group, challenges are posed. This is the 

potential that Mrozek referred to when describing “championship as social challenge” in 
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women’s sport. When women, or any other marginalized group of individuals, excel at 

sport, social norms can be challenged. This dissertation addresses this phenomenon, 

suggesting that rhetoric of fair play surrounds women’s involvement in sport to contain 

and control the ongoing threat of women in sport.  

  The story of women’s sport at the University of Texas at Austin demonstrates 

both functions of fair play rhetoric. Women who were skilled at their sport yet denied the 

chance for Olympic medals, women who trained and competed for less recognition or 

without adequate resources – these women and their supporters were armed with a 

rhetoric of fair play that used sport values to demand social change. At the same time, 

powerful individuals and institutions used the same rhetoric of fairness to advance views 

of sport that justified and maintained women’s diminished role. As the chapters that 

follow will illustrate, fairness defined as the greater social good kept women from 

pursuing individual excellence in college sport for decades as intramural systems 

prevailed; separate-but-equal systems of fairness provided women with access to sport on 

laughably underfunded levels; solipsistic arguments of biological weakness justified 

alternative rules for women’s games. In the face of such obstacles, women’s sport 

involvement has still grown steadily since the mid-20th century. Persistence and 

perseverance paid off in the 1970s when a small provision of the 1972 Education Act was 

seized upon by women in sport and their supporters to dramatically expand school-

sponsored female sports. In this critical phase of political activism the values of fair play 

were used to defend Title IX from powerful attacks. The success of fair play rhetoric 

made women’s sport a permanent part of the sport landscape; however the limits of 
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liberalism for effecting social change makes women’s sport on ongoing site of struggle 

today.   

 

Preview 

 This project traces the rhetorical workings of fair play discourse during the 

development of women’s competitive intercollegiate sport at the University of Texas in 

Austin. I primarily utilize records from three female administrators who led women’s 

athletics at Texas over the course of the 20th Century: Anna Hiss, Betty Thompson and 

Donna Lopiano. I trace their arguments about women and competition as expressed in 

public, externally-focused documents such as staff memos, public writings and 

statements, official meeting notes and agendas. I also examined the student paper 

accounts of women’s sport developments to gauge opinion from a different group of 

stakeholders on this question. I do not attempt to articulate how it felt to be a female 

athlete during these times; when personal expressions are quoted they are drawn from 

direct testimony. My interest is in the social meanings of women’s sport during each time 

period, arguments in support of women competing at sport and those opposed. Questions 

that guided my research for this dissertation were: What social norms are at stake during 

sport competitions? How does fair play rhetoric uphold or challenge these norms? On 

what basis does fair play rhetoric challenge status quo social conditions? On what basis 

does it uphold them? And finally, how do the assumptions behind various usages of fair 

play rhetoric enable and limit their effects on society?  
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 The rhetorical analysis of fair play offered here, while focused on a specific 

historical narrative, can inform our understanding of fair play discourse in other settings, 

from capitalist competition in business settings or political campaigns in democratic 

societies. Chapter 2 offers a set of analytical tools by which these comparative studies 

may be undertaken. In that chapter I lay out the three fundamental tensions that define the 

potential of fair play rhetoric for women’s liberation. The first tension, between sport as 

both discipline and freedom, addresses how sport practices and spaces can exert power 

over individuals on a personal, microscopic basis. This view of power is informed by 

Michel Foucault’s work. I also discuss how women maximized any opportunity to 

compete at sport and established a public presence. The second tension, the presence of 

rules as resources for both control and transformation, places the long history of women’s 

rules within a critical awareness of power and control. In many ways the special women’s 

rules served to contain the threat of women in sport by limiting movement and inhibiting 

the development of skill or aggression. The rules were unevenly applied, however, 

resulting in pockets of difference that made attempts at control unsuccessful. Raymond 

Williams’ theories on residual and dominant discourse help me explain how the variety 

of women’s rules ultimately led to the game returning to the original “men’s” rules that 

we know today. Finally, the third tension of fair play rhetoric lies between its universal 

and political manifestations. The systems of rules that Simon identified serve to make 

sport universally recognized and claimed by many types of people and groups. However 

its inescapable connections to hierarchies and social norms makes fair sport equally 

political. This tension is especially helpful in understanding arguments around Title IX. 
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 After laying out these three tensions, I offer three chapters analyzing the 

development of varsity women’s sport at Texas. Chapter 3 examines the establishment of 

women’s physical training at Texas under Anna Hiss from 1921-57. Hiss, very much a 

product of class and race privilege, severely limited competitive opportunities for her 

students in ways that often aligned with entrenched class- and race-based norms for 

female behavior.  During the same years that Hiss and her all-white Texas student body 

were polishing their posture or scrambling pick-up basketball games, Black women at 

Texas Prairie View A&M were competing at track with far inferior resources and 

equipment (see Cahn; Goldstone). I place Hiss and her peers in the context of Foucault’s 

“docile bodies” and the rhetoric of hygiene, suggesting how women’s sport both fell 

under this power regime but also resisted it. In this way Chapter 3 demonstrates the 

discipline-freedom tension of fair play rhetoric. 

  Chapter 4 takes up the second major phase of UT’s women’s sport development, 

when Betty Thompson oversaw a key transition from antiquated physical education 

structures of sport to intercollegiate competition. Thompson was hand-picked by Hiss to 

take over the women’s physical education program but also represented a new generation 

that was more open to competition and organized sport. During Thompson’s tenure 

women’s sport was transformed by the broader social changes of World War II and a 

budding feminist movement. In this chapter I apply Raymond Williams’ theories of 

dominant, residual, and emergent discourse to suggest how the rhetoric of fair play 

allowed women to make material demands upon college sport structures. Thompson’s era 

also saw a key flurry of rule changes in women’s basketball that resonate with the 
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broader social changes wrought by the war and social activism. In this way, Chapter 4 

illustrates the rule-bound tension of fair play rhetoric.  

  Finally, Chapter 5 addresses the third phase of UT women’s sport, when the 

passage and enforcement of Title IX transformed women’s sport at Texas. Donna 

Lopiano ushered Title IX to Texas athletics, and she represents the culmination of the 

transition Thompson was drawn into. Lopiano hails from a more working class 

background, has worked openly to improved conditions for lesbians in sport, and oversaw 

the rise of a dominant basketball program at Texas that featured African-American 

women for the first time. Most significantly, Lopiano was a world-class competitive 

athlete herself, primarily in softball and basketball. In this chapter I discuss a 

fundamental rhetorical paradox of Title IX: It attempts to claim a universal sport 

experience while also articulating an oppressed class of women athletes who deserved 

legal protection. In this way Chapter 5 brings to life the universal-political tension of fair 

play rhetoric. 

 Throughout the tenures of these three remarkable women, debates over the 

presence of competition among women’s physical education programs raged: what form 

they should take, if any; the issue of awards and trophies; the role of coaches and 

teachers; and eventually the thorny topic of athletic scholarships. Risks of 

commercialism, professionalism and sexual exploitation were balanced against the 

motivation and incentives drawn from competition, the positive effects of vigorous 

exercise. In all these debates, clearly much more was at stake than winning and losing on 

a scoreboard. The rhetoric of fair play functioned as a resource for both social control and 
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change – for restricting actions of women and for loosening the constraints placed upon 

Texas female student athletes. Holding onto the tiger’s tail of competition vexed the 

sporting leadership at Texas throughout the 20th century, suggesting yet again that sport is 

rarely “just” a game. Taken together, these three case studies provide a significant 

contribution to understanding how debates over women’s competitive intercollegiate 

sport engage powerful social issues. The cases of Hiss, Thompson, and Lopiano illustrate 

the rhetoric fair play whose tensions and paradoxes characterize so much of American 

political struggle. 

 Chapter 6 concludes the project by exploring the implications of fair play rhetoric. 

I review recent instances where athletes have successfully affected progressive social 

change as well as the obstacles to such actions. Based on political science research that 

shows athletic experience emerging as a vital site of political qualifications, I suggest 

how fair play discourse functions rhetorically to advance or limit these political impacts. 

From the viewpoint of fair play as a rhetorical construct, I explore how scholars and 

citizens alike can work not to denigrate an interest in sport but to foster a critical 

awareness of the power implications within sport's fair play values as we continue, as a 

society and nation, to confront complex questions of social change. 

 

Conclusion  

 Fair play is a core concept of competitive sport in the United States, a cherished 

value and governing ideal. It is also an ideological discourse steeped in the privileges of 

whiteness, masculinity, heterosexuality and socioeconomic status. The reliance on 
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standards of fairness, as Oriard recognizes, can provide cover for maintaining social 

hierarchies. In its ability to create divisions and maintain categories within social life, fair 

play is rhetorical. Powerful voices proclaiming a game to be fair often uphold status quo 

interests. In other cases the shared norms of fair play make competitive sport a platform 

from which to challenge unfair and unequal social conditions well beyond the athletic 

field. Contradictions between fair treatment on a sport field but unfair conditions in a job, 

home life, or educational career can create tension and challenge. The resonance of fair 

play with liberal democracy only compounds these moments of juxtaposition. In these 

ways, sport’s promises of fairness have often provided the catalyst for participants and 

fans to recognize unfairness in other areas of civic life. 

The clash between rewarding skill, hard work, and merit in a sport realm but 

rewarding skin tone, gender, physical attractiveness or any other basis for favoritism in 

the “real” world can catalyze social change. Likewise, denying athletic participation 

based on these identity markers violates the central identity of sport as open and fair. 

Between these poles, the rhetoric of fair play functions dialectically to produce dominant 

and resistant identities that uphold or challenge status quo social conditions. Not always, 

not always successfully, but frequently enough that the rhetoric of fair play merits closer 

scholarly attention. Rhetorician Roderick Hart has noted, “Games engaged outside the 

field of play…make the world of sport a cultural touchstone…To examine sports on and 

off the field is to examine ourselves.” 1  This project demonstrates that much more than 

blue ribbons are at stake when women play to win. 
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1 “Commentator Frank DeFord to Discuss Intersection of Sport and Society at McGarr Symposium April 
1.” Recent News. College of Communication, University of Texas at Austin. 10 Mar. 2010. 9 Apr 2010 
<http://communication.utexas.edu/news/PROD75_031497.html> 
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CHAPTER 2  

RHETORIC OF FAIR PLAY: TENSIONS AND POSSIBILITIES 

 

Introduction  

 Asked in 2010 about the defining moment of her athletic career, Donna Lopiano, 

the former University of Texas Athletic Director for Women’s Sport, spoke not of the 

Longhorns’ 1986 national basketball championship, nor her dramatic Congressional 

testimony in defense of Title IX, nor her own athletic triumphs in world championship 

fast-pitch softball. Lopiano went farther back, to being told as a child that she could not 

play Little League baseball because she was a girl.1 “That was the tipping point,” she 

stated. That such a seemingly small injustice could inspire a lifetime of activism speaks 

to the power of sport’s invocation of the principle of fair play. Lopiano was talented; she 

went on to play softball and basketball in college before competing in the softball world 

championships with a semi-professional women’s club. That she was excluded from the 

Little League team based on her sex violated a basic principle of competitive sport: Skill 

will be rewarded with success, promotion, and opportunity. However, in many ways 

Lopiano’s girlhood tale also illustrates another fundamental truth of fair play in sport: It 

is never just about skill and talent. Power and privilege have always come to bear on even 

such meritocratic institutions as sport.  
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 In this project I am arguing that the rhetoric of fair play functions as an 

ideological discourse to contain the threat posed by marginalized individuals succeeding 

in a meritocratic activity. Fair play rhetoric often functions to reframe these activities in 

ways that diminish their capacity to alter the status quo. For example, women’s initial 

entry into sport was limited to appropriately “feminine” sports so as to not threaten 

existing gender relations. Keeping women out of sport, then allowing them under certain 

conditions, extended the "separate spheres" ideology that rendered domestic activities 

feminine and public tasks masculine. This split also denied women's claim to political 

agency and excused public institutions from attending to concerns unique to women’s 

lives. When fair play rhetoric functions to keep girls and women out of powerful public 

establishments, be it sport or the voting booth, it colludes with capitalist interests that 

have supported forms of oppression such as patriarchy and white supremacy. The entry of 

women into various competitive domains under a liberal, individualist rubric begins to 

challenge the gender division of labor and the privatization of social responsibility. At the 

same time, however, the rhetoric of fair play has served as a rhetorical resource and point 

of entry for women demanding equal treatment both on and off the courts and fields. 

 In this chapter, I will suggest three fundamental tensions that characterize the 

ideological function of the rhetoric of fair play. Women’s sport, while not the only site at 

which these tensions play out, is the perfect place to discover the workings of the rhetoric 

of fair play. The basic rhetorical problem is that historically excluded and marginalized 

groups must enter into the rhetoric of fair play as they enter the field of competition; at 

the same time, however, representatives of such groups must also acknowledge the 
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historical, categorical, systematic, and collective exclusions that have been barriers to 

participation. The clash between the transcendent rhetoric of individual competition and 

the defense of the entry of new classes of people onto the field yields three important 

tensions. These are: 1) the tension between discipline and freedom in sport, 2) the 

articulation of sport as both rule-bound and transformative, and 3) the simultaneous 

construction of sport as both political and universal or transcendent of politics. These 

tensions guide my analyses of sporting women’s discourse in Chapters 3, 4, and 5, where 

I take on the development of competitive intercollegiate sport at the University of Texas 

and provide conceptual tools with which to unpack the rhetoric of each era. Here, I will 

discuss the three structuring tensions occurring in the rhetoric of fair play, then preview a 

theory of how agents negotiate these tensions in productive ways. I call this process 

“agonistic agency,” or the founding of rhetorics of self-determination within discourses 

and practices of competition. After defining these key issues, I will describe the rhetorical 

artifacts that are the subjects of my analysis and my approach to them 

 

Three Tensions within Fair Play and Women’s Sport 

1. Discipline or Freedom 

 The first tension that this project explores within fair play rhetoric in women’s 

sport is whether competitive sport functions to discipline its participants or expand their 

freedoms. The disciplinary power of fair play rhetoric is significant, and best represented 

by professional female physical educators. The history and development of this field is 

central to the analysis offered here; these women, almost exclusively white, educated, 
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and upper middle class, asserted control over women’ sport at the turn of the 20th Century 

and nearly obliterated all competitive sport opportunities for women by the 1940s. Their 

history, ideological commitments, and rhetorical strategies illustrate many of the 

dialectical tensions at work in the rhetoric of fair play. Even as the field changed over 

time, producing sport leaders like those who introduced varsity women’s sport to the 

University of Texas, the particular interests and priorities of P.E. professionals continued 

to bear marks of this disciplinary power. After a condensed history of the field, I will 

explore the nature of disciplinary power via the theories of Michel Foucault, suggesting 

ways that women’s P.E. rhetoric was consistent with these theories and ways that it 

differed. 

Women’s Physical Education and Ambivalence over Competition 

 Sport has been a part of women’s lives throughout history (see Guttman; Struna). 

The reason modern-day audiences often believe women only recently starting 

participating in sport is that women were often barred from competitive sport 

opportunity. The intense anxiety over the meanings of women competing in sport 

indicates that it is a key site for investigation. This anxiety was present in the earliest 

forms of  women’s organized sport.2  As more and more women, largely white and of 

middle and upper class position, attended secondary and higher education in the 19th 

century, physical education programs developed as a corollary to the intellectual demands 

of classroom studies.3 Early physical education promoters adopted the rhetoric of 

discipline to advance their work and surveillance measures became prominent in these 

programs.4 Atkinson traces the intense interest in measuring and tabulating data on girls 
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and women in sport during this time, framing P.E. professionals as “part of a powerful 

coalition of professionals in the educational arena who co-operated in the close 

surveillance of the students’ physical performance and well-being” (41). Concerns about 

the deleterious effect of women’s intellectual pursuits were common, and adding a 

physical component risked pushing the envelope too far. Women’s P.E. leaders argued 

that careful, supervised physical training would actually help preserve and strengthen 

women in higher education, thus the need for meticulous records. This approach was 

successful, yet limited. As Atkinson concludes: “In attempting to achieve their reforms, 

the feminist reformers were forced to maneuver within very narrow limits…[In] the 

course of such maneuvers, the women often constructed new straitjackets for themselves” 

(54).  

 The dialectical nature of this discourse is important for this project, which views 

rhetoric and social change as constituted in struggle. Agents and institutions never enjoy 

complete hegemony, but efforts for change are dynamic and ever-changing. For instance, 

Vertinsky contests overly-optimistic accounts of antebellum women’s sport in North 

America, contending that “The notions that emerged about the ideal female form and 

function, however, were possibly more conservative than liberating” (256). She notes that 

while changes within the profession of medicine post-Civil War led to the encouragement 

of an “athletic” female form to enhance prevention from disease and healthy habits, 

justification for this change was not a slackening in social norms for women but a 

concern for producing healthy mothers and children.  
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 By the turn of the 20th century, then, leading advocates for women in sport had 

established a rhetorical tradition of emphasizing the ways in which unruly feminine 

influences could be safely contained and restrained. This rhetoric met its most serious test 

with the game of basketball. The invention of this game in 1891 and its introduction to 

women’s P.E. programs brought the issue of competition directly to the fore. The threat 

posed by an organized, competitive, contact sport for women set off a full century of 

adjustments and alterations all aimed at making basketball suitable for women, nearly all 

of which, ironically, were eventually abandoned. Today, with only the smallest of 

exceptions, women compete at basketball under the same rules as men. This is the result, 

however, of intense anxiety and discipline from the P.E. establishment throughout the 

20th Century. A short history of basketball’s early history establishes the general concerns 

that competitive sport posed to this restrained Victorian femininity. 

 Basketball was invented by James Naismith, a Young Men's Christian 

Association (YMCA)  instructor in Springfield, MA, during the fall of 1891 as a vigorous 

indoor activity for the long winter months of New England (see Hult and Trekell; 

Melnick). Just miles away, Senda Berenson, physical education professor at Smith 

College for women, heard of the new game and after mere minutes of observation 

decided to bring the game to her female students (Melnick 27). Berenson taught the game 

to her freshman and sophomore classes with such success that in March of 1892 she held 

a scrimmage (Melnick 1). The whole college turned out to watch, with rooting interest, as 

the sophomores prevailed. Berenson was alarmed, however, at the “roughness” of the 

game and immediately sat down with her students to amend the rules. By May of that 
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year, another contest was held with the court separated into three zones, three players per 

zone, with no “snatching” of the ball allowed, no dribbling, and no holding the ball for 

more than three seconds (Melnick 3). Under such tight scrutiny, women’s basketball 

entered women’s college sport in the United States.  

 Berenson was not alone in taking immediate and dramatic steps to limit the unruly 

aspects of competitive basketball. Clara Baer introduced the game to her students at 

Sophie Newcomb College in New Orleans during the same years as Berenson’s work at 

Smith. Operating under the same class bias of her northeastern P.E. peers, but faced with 

far more stringent norms of femininity and domesticity for Southern women, Baer’s 

modifications of the game were so stark that Naismith suggested Baer create a new name 

for her game since it so barely resembled basketball (Paul 43). Nonetheless, Baer pushed 

her high-society students to wear bloomers during their P.E. classes, and was willing to 

let the reluctant girls “sweat off” their corsets during outdoor play in the New Orleans 

humidity (see Paul 40).5 Dean notes that “Despite the popular representations of Southern 

women’s schools as breeding grounds for languid belles, the region’s women were as 

quick to embrace team sports as their northern sisters” (81).  

 Berenson and Baer, like Anna Hiss, the subject of Chapter 3, are ambivalent 

heroines in the history of women’s basketball, precisely because they were so opposed to 

competition. Biographer Ralph Melnick states of Berenson that  

“what has become of the game, in the academy and on the professional 

court, would in all likelihood greatly distress her…Having unequivocally 

condemned the entrepreneurial spirit of men’s sports, and the related 
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desire to spotlight individual stars and championship teams, Berenson had, 

on the contrary, stridently maintained that competition as an end in itself 

was morally unjustifiable and socially destructive. She wanted women to 

have no part in it.” (xiii) 

Berenson, at most, “accidently transformed the world of women’s sport” (Spears 22). The 

form under which women competed, and the meanings attached to it, would be the 

subject of fierce rhetorical debate for the next century.   

   

Foucault, Power, and Discipline 

 Not only did physical education emerge as literally a new discipline in American 

colleges at the turn of the 20th Century, it developed a distinctly disciplinary mode of 

power characteristic of Michel Foucault’s theories of power. Discipline, Foucault wrote, 

is “a political anatomy of detail,” that works on the individual body on a singular basis, 

during day-to-day mundane activities and processes, to produce “subjected and practiced 

bodies, ‘docile bodies” (Discipline and Punish 138-139). This expanded sense of 

discipline helps explain how surveillance and control over women’s bodies in sport and 

physical education programs came to be part of a much larger regime of power. Foucault 

argues that, in contrast to the older mode of sovereign power, this new regime was 

“realized in its reach ‘into the very grain of individuals…their actions and attitudes, their 

discourses, learning processes and everyday life’” (qtd in Cole, Giardina and Andrews 

211). The intense concern for measurement, detail, and supervision that marks the 

rhetoric of women like Berenson and Baer is consistent with this disciplinary power.  
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Foucault emphasized that “[a] power whose task is to take charge of life needs 

continuous regulatory and corrective mechanisms…[It] has to qualify, measure, appraise, 

and hierarchize, rather than display itself in murderous splendor” (History of Sexuality 

Vol. 1 144). Kirk, describing the rise of physical education programs in the British 

colonial system, states that “The school practices that emerged during the latter part of 

the nineteenth century provide archetypal examples of disciplinary technology at work” 

(14). Foucault’s theory exposes how we are created as individuals within and through 

these systems of power that take special interest in the body and bodily action.  

 Viewing female P.E. leaders through this theoretical lens casts them as both 

instruments of power and as subjects produced by these same norms and expectation. As 

Rail and Harvey state, Foucault’s power “is not ascribable to a class that would possess 

it. Rather, power circulates through a network of individuals; it is omnipresent; it is in 

everyone; it is immanent” (166). Cole, Giardina and Andrews characterize discipline as 

technologies that create individuals, shaping and fabricating them through surveillance 

into “controlled, healthy bodies whose training extends their capacity and usefulness” 

(212). The training dimension of this view of power applies to sport and exercise but also 

to larger systems such as industrial capitalism. As Andrews notes, this new form of 

power served a direct benefit to capitalist economies by producing ‘docile bodies’ that 

were a source of labor and consumption (see also John Hargreaves; Kirk). Assessing 

women’s sport history with Foucault’s theories elevates the debates and policies of 

female physical education programs from obscure sideshow to legitimate participant in 

the modern workings of power.  
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 Attention to bodies is the most significant point of connection between 

Foucaultian theories of power and sport studies. As Andrews put it, “The modern 

sporting system is potentially of singular importance to the understanding of the way 

power is structured and exerted within contemporary society” (149). John Hargreaves 

reiterates that “The significance of sports in relation to the way power is structured then, 

is that they are uniquely endowed with the capacity for deploying the body in such a way 

as to represent and reproduce social relationships in a preferred manner” (142). Attention 

to bodies helps account for racial and ethnic hegemony within sport rhetoric, as Cole 

demonstrates in her analysis of how Michael Jordan was racially coded as pure, healthy, 

and non-threatening in contrast to black urban bodies that were coded as drug-addicted 

public dangers (“American Jordan”; see also Leonard). Butterworth also examines the 

confluence of sport bodies and hegemonic political systems in cases of “purifying” Major 

League Baseball of steroid users during America’s “war on terror” (“Purifying”) or 

claiming sport victories as legitimization for American imperial democracy ("Politics”). 

Indeed, homoerotic attention to male bodies is permitted in American football under the 

banner of consumerism and competitive gain for teams steeped in hegemonic masculinity 

(Oates). As women entered the public sphere through physical activity they came under 

this same disciplining force. 

 Scrutiny of the body is a significant feature for women in sport in ways that are 

somewhat different from men. Women are more likely to be subject to an objectifying 

gaze that values mainstream feminine beauty over athletic talent. Eskes, Duncan and 

Miller examined women’s fitness magazines, challenging assumptions of female 
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“empowerment” but suggesting that political power becomes equated with slender bodies 

and mainstream beauty through these texts (see also Duncan; Markula).6 Similarly, 

Schultz assessed popular depictions of sport bras, arguing that images of women’s bodies 

in these images serve to homogenize women’s body into one acceptable ideal. Using 

Foucault’s concepts of discipline and surveillance allows scholars to articulate how such 

representations function not as top-down limitations on women’s experience in sport but 

how they produce a particular form of female athleticism.  Chapman, for instance, 

assessed weight categories in women’s rowing as a “technology of the self” in which 

women shape their own bodies to fit an ideal. Thorpe documents similar processes among 

female snowboarders and adds an awareness of how pressure for mass media exposure 

and sponsorship influences these women’s choices. Foucault’s close attention to the body 

makes his theories attractive to feminist scholars who recognize the ways women are 

constantly defined and controlled through their bodies, and how women often exert such 

controls over themselves.  

 Attention to the female body also operates under a rhetoric of hygiene that utilizes 

Foucaultian views of power to extend social controls to the minute bodily level. Johnson 

examines the hygienic power of psychiatric discourses that situate individuals as “active 

consumers” rather than “passive patients” in the health care system. She cautions that 

state interests are served when vocabularies of mental illness and brain biology manage 

subjects by maximizing disciplinary power (362). Physical health programs are now a 

routine part of employment benefit packages, offering, as McGillivray argues, important 

resources for basic health but also means to govern working bodies for maximum capital 
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gain. This Foucaultian sense of “hygiene” captures the rhetorical power of the term, its 

ability to position individual health choices as part of much larger and more institutional 

interests.  

 Historians of sport have noted the connections between overt discussions of 

hygiene and, for instance, popular eugenic theories of the early 20th Century that 

translated racial hierarchies into essentialist biological theories of Anglo superiority 

(Dean 85). A Foucaultian framework allows us to see such overt discussions as part of 

wider systems of power. For instance, menstruation was a major topic of concern for 

female P.E. leaders. At Texas, extensive policies were in place detailing what sports 

female students could participate in while menstruating, whether students could observe 

class but not participate, or whether they were to report for “rest period” to earn P.E. 

credit during these days. The direct concern for health or sanitation is only part of this 

anxiety; a parallel, more broadly based effect of the rhetoric of hygiene focused on the 

threat posed by female sexuality and the fear for reproductive status of elite women. 

 The relationship between feminist theory and Foucault’s views on power is 

complex, but also indicative of the dialectic this project is pursuing. Feminist theorists 

were quick to recognize the powerful insights of Foucault’s theories, especially among 

North American scholarship, for four main reasons: both share a focus on the body as a 

site of power; both pay attention to local and intimate operations of power; both 

emphasize the crucial role of discourse; and a both critique of Western masculine bias in 

humanistic individualism (Diamond and Quinby “Introduction” x). Feminism, across 

nearly all its permutations, asserts that norms of gender and sexuality function to 
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marginalize women (if not do worse harm) and thus many feminists are drawn to 

Foucault’s theories as an analysis of power’s operation over time and space through 

systems of surveillance (Bartky 62-63). Feminist sport scholars are one such group. 

 There are significant tensions, however, between feminist and Foucaultian theory. 

One set of objections centers around Foucault’s own lack of distinction between the 

diverse experiences of women. Bartky accuses Foucault of being “blind to those 

disciplines that produce a modality of embodiment that is peculiarly feminine” (64). 

Diamond and Quinby express a similar frustration that “he does not particularly 

illuminate the effects of a society of normalization on the lives of women. We speak here 

of the routinization of battery, sexual exploitation, harassment, and sexual abuse in 

contemporary society. These are perhaps the darkest by-products of what Foucault has 

called the ‘technologies of sex” (“American Feminism” 197). In adopting Foucault’s 

framework of power to assess fair play rhetoric, we must be attentive to the particular 

experiences of women (or others) and avoid the ideology of universalization.  

 A second set of objections feminists hold against Foucault centers around his 

vision of politics, or the lack thereof. Martin notes that Foucault’s strategy of 

“desexualization” faces the paradoxical challenge of deconstructing gender but 

maintaining the category of woman around which to organize politically (13). Martin 

expresses concern that Foucault’s vision of power risks moving so far from state-based 

legal institutions that women lose the ability to fight against power or to gain basic 

protections (16-17). Linda Alcoff articulated a similar point by asking “What can we 

demand in the name of women if ‘women’ do not exist and demands in their name simply 
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reinforce the myth that they do?” (420). For women advocating for inclusion into sport, 

Foucault’s theories provide powerful means of pinpointing how female bodies are 

disciplined and constrained, but they provide less helpful measures in attaining positive 

social change. In this project I draw upon his view of discipline in examining the rhetoric 

of early physical education leaders but also attend to the lived contradictions of women in 

sport. As Bartky does by discussing women in weightlifting classes, this focus on lived 

contradiction illuminates the way embodied day-to-day experience can clash with, for 

instance, with more generalized mass-media messages of women’s passivity (82).7 Her 

attention to sport space is significant; as case studies in Chapters 3, 4, and 5 will show, 

these daily contradictions were important resources for change in women’s collegiate 

sport.  

Fair Play as Freedom 

 Bartky’s suggestion that sport or physical fitness is one realm where women 

experience a contradiction between patriarchy and self-determination has historical 

precedent. Despite the stronghold that women’s P.E. professionals held over college sport 

in the early 20th Century, disciplinary power in sport was continuously countered by 

glimpses of its emancipatory potential. These moments of freedom underscore the 

dialectical nature of fair play discourse and were centered around three concepts: 

Publicity, competition, and connections to broader social change. While Foucaultian 

power operates on a microscopic level, within the day-to-day actions of individuals, the 

contradiction between these disciplinary messages and lived experiences constitutes a 

steady, if often overmatched, source of resistance. 
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 Sporting opportunities were part of major changes in women’s public role during 

the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Publicity is crucial for pursuing progressive political 

change because it enables marginalized individuals to find each other, to find a common 

public voice and to have a broader effect on their communities and peers. Women 

flocked to sport, especially basketball, in part for its promise of publicity. Grundy tracks 

this in her profile of North Carolina high school and college basketball. She writes that 

sport afforded marginalized communities a place in the public eye and “an area to contest 

inequalities” (6). Basketball became a means for women to enter the public at the turn of 

the century before they had earned suffrage and to enter a male-dominated field (Grundy 

42). Grundy notes that “Athletics…opened up spaces in which those who had been 

excluded from political and economic power could conduct a distant dialogue with those 

worlds, using athletic achievement to build their own confidence, while laying symbolic 

claim to broader rules in state affairs” (297).   

 Competing while in these public spaces was also a key source of freedom for 

women in sport. Grundy demonstrates how a taste of competition quickly became a 

craving that women demanded more and more of despite opposition from many aspects 

of society. She notes that, even in the first decades of the 20th Century, “young women 

rose to the new challenge – and often stepped beyond it. While some students were at 

first reluctant to join even moderate exercise classes, others quickly became eager to 

move past walking and calisthenics to more stimulating diversions” (44). Despite 

resistance from many angles, Grundy shows that “basketball courts…became spaces 

where young women could experiment with change, could test themselves, could try out 
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competition and determine where they stood” (68). This motivating power of competition 

is vital for this project and connects sport to liberalism and citizenship in the United 

States. Sport offers the chance to prove oneself, to test one’s mettle, and to hopefully 

advance in a system with agreed-upon rules and standards. Not only does this forward 

drive of competition enliven the entrepreneurial spirit of capitalism or sport but it also 

can create moments of connection with broader social struggles that can result in social 

change. 

 Women new to sport were quick to recognize the hypocrisy of limits placed on 

their rights and mobility in sport and beyond. Grundy writes that “the fledgling system of 

high school sports competition…spoke to a broader set of issues regarding moral 

authority and social order, as [North Carolina] residents struggled with tensions of a 

society that combined the rhetoric of democracy and equal opportunity with a  reality that 

fell well short of those ideals” (71). As Jim Crow laws and working class economic woes 

built in the first half of the century, sport was directly embedded in these complaints over 

unfairness in democratic society. As I hope to show in the case of Texas, Grundy 

identified points in North Carolina sport history where athletics “have generally been 

linked with broader social shifts” such as suffrage and Civil Rights (300). Like Grundy, I 

advocate caution against overly simplistic accounts of how sport can connect to social 

change. She notes that “the structure of organized sport could also offer a particularly 

comforting social model, especially when rules were obeyed…and in which an impartial 

set of rules sorted out winners and losers according to a single, common standard” 

(Grundy 93-4). Grundy is most concerned with the individualism within sport, even team 
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sport, that supports a view “that competitive individualism should form the basis of social 

and economic life, sorting those who deserved society’s rewards from those who fell 

behind” (297). The tensions suggested in this chapter, and pursued in the case studies to 

follow, attempt to build a dialectical understanding of sport discourse in which its 

emancipatory potential is always matched with possibilities of social control.  

 Within the rhetoric of fair play there exists a tension between discipline and 

freedom. At issue in this tension is the connection between sport and public, political 

systems; elements of fair play rhetoric that emphasize discipline prioritize social welfare 

over individual gain and thus seek to control and shape individual bodies into forms that 

sustain and support hegemonic systems. Elements of fair play rhetoric that allow for 

personal freedom, such as its use to expose contradictions between sport fairness and 

social inequality, frame this relationship in different terms. The freedom side of this 

tension hints at connection between sport and political life and revelations of 

contradiction constitute the building blocks of social change. There remains throughout 

this tension a sense that competition is a male privilege, consistent with the masculine 

bias in liberalism itself. This makes competitive sport a threat to females, and makes 

female athletes a threat to the social order. As we will see in the case study of Anna Hiss 

and her P.E. colleagues, this tension and fear powerfully influenced the type of 

competitive sport opportunities they made available to Texas women.  

 The next tension I will discuss focused on sport rules and is closely affiliated with 

this first tension of discipline. The distinction lies in the matter of scale; techniques of 

discipline used by early women’s P.E. were focused at individuals and operated at a one-
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on-one basis. The development of special rules of girls and women function at a social 

level, extending policies and standardization among many groups of women in sport. 

While it has elements of control, like disciplinary power, the use of rules also indicates 

how widespread women’s sport had become despite the concern of medical and health 

experts.  

 

2. Rules, Control, and Transformation 

 The second tension that this project explores within fair play rhetoric in women’s 

sport is whether competitive sport’s reliance on rules creates a conservative or 

transformative function. Organized competitive sport relies on a common set of rules for 

its identity. Adherence to consistent rules allows sport to be compared across time and 

space, across racial and ethnic classifications and even between genders. These 

comparisons are often fraught with power and anxiety, and the terms of evaluation can 

become tools for oppression or social control. On the other hand, athletic success within 

such agreed-upon rules demands a level of recognition and acknowledgment that can 

challenge hierarchies and norms. This opportunity lies at the heart of the links between 

competition, liberalism, and social change. The extent to which they are attainable, and to 

which their effects bring about lasting change, is a core question of this project.  

 

Rules as Control 

 The primary way that sport rules have functioned as conservative social control is 

through the development of separate “girls’ rules.” This happened most dramatically, 
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although unevenly and with great debate, in basketball. The first games played with 

Senda Berenson at Smith College used the original rules developed by James Naismith 

just miles away in western Massachusetts. Berenson moved quickly, however, to institute 

a new set of rules. Significantly, she involved her female P.E. students in this discussion 

(Melnick 3). From Naismith’s original plan, Berenson divided the court into three zones, 

occupied by three players each. Players could not hold the ball for more than three 

seconds, nor dribble more than three time without passing, and “snatching” the ball out 

an opponents grip was also prohibited (see Cahn 86; Melnick 3-4). Cahn notes that 

“Berenson hoped to create a single set of rules that would standardize the sport and, more 

important, define a suitable refined version of the game for women, one in which body 

contact, physical exertion, and unruly commotion would be minimized” (86). From the 

outset, collegiate women’s basketball was subject to intense scrutiny for its influence on 

femininity. 

 The adoption of “girls” rules was uneven, however, and indicates in each instance 

how women’s sport was viewed in relation to gender, race and class norms. In the Deep 

South, for instance, Clara Baer introduced basketball to Sophie Newcomb College in the 

1890s with a more strict set of regulations than even Berenson. Baer divided her court 

into seven zones, experimenting at times with 11 areas, with one player per square, and 

she eliminated dribbling and guarding altogether (Dean 90). Dean reports that Baer 

concocted these rules to insure that players of differing abilities could participate, that 

exertion would remain minimal, and contact would be nearly impossible (90). In sharp 

contrast, women’s teams competed for a basketball championship at the1904 World’s 
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Fair in St. Louis, Missouri playing full court five-on-five like their male counterparts 

(Peavy and Smith). Furthermore, the team that won the 1904 title clearly demonstrated 

how elevated social standing corresponded with heightened concern over rules and 

decorum: Te team was made up of Native American girls from Fort Shaw, Montana 

(Peavy and Smith). Local news reports characterized the girls’ play as “streaks of 

lightening” and “the fastest thing of the sort ever seen in this city” (qtd in Peavy and 

Smith 299-300). These girls were able to play a more vigorous, challenging form of the 

game due to their geographic and social isolation.8  

  Rule changes and modifications remained a central piece of regulating basketball 

for women. Hult and Trekell chronicle the staggering number of rule changes in the 

game’s history. Many of these rules were modified from Naismith’s original plan but 

eventually restored to the women’s game. For instance, Berenson allowed a three-bounce 

dribble in 1899, which was amended to two and then one bounce and then dribbling was 

eliminated altogether in 1910. In 1913 a one bounce dribble was restored to the women’s 

game, two bounces came back in 1949,  rules returned to three bounces in 1961, and 

finally, in 1966 unlimited dribbling was allowed for girls and women’s basketball (Hult 

and Trekell 427-428). Number of players on the court, time of halves or quarters, points 

allowed for certain shots – all of these aspects of the game were manipulated and 

modified. Out of a disdain for the aggressive competitiveness of men’s sport, coaches of 

women’s teams were not allowed to speak to their players on the court, and, for a brief 

time, coaches could not address the team during time outs. A “rover” player was allowed 

in 1961 as the only one to roam the full court, until the full court five-on-five version of 
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play was adopted nationally in 1971.  The sheer volume of these changes indicates the 

intense anxiety women in P.E. felt over allowing their students to compete, and speaks 

clearly to the social threat women in sport presented even in such modified, restricted 

forms. Recent changes include adding the three-point shot in 1987 and adopting a smaller 

sized ball 1984.9  

 Davenport states that “The evolution of rule changes in women’s basketball was a 

necessary part of self-determination and self-governance for women leaders” (94). This 

explanation reflects the tenuous position women’s physical education held vis-à-vis their 

male counterparts. It also points to the way sport rules function at a far greater level than 

immediate concern for fairness on the court; rules in sport are often extension of broader 

social contests and struggles. In this case, establishing and monitoring separate rules for 

women’s basketball, while certainly grounded in a particular form of feminine behavior, 

also served an instrumental function to define and protect female control over women’s 

sport in the face of larger, older, and richer men’s organizations.10 Davenport’s simplistic 

account of the relationship between sport rules and cultural norms may be due to her own 

institutional ties as former president of the National Association for Girls and Women in 

Sport. In commenting on the circularity of changes to the dribble rule, Davenport belies 

this investment by stating “All change, of course, reflected the central focus, namely, the 

needs and best interest of the players!” (94). Rule changes clearly served far greater 

interests and continue to function as a major source of social control over women in 

sport. 
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 Recent scholarship documents the continuation of this rule-bound approach to 

sport. Hundley shows through semiotic analysis of golf tee boxes and score cards how 

women are denied access to the “professional” category of golfer and limited to the 

“women’s” tees and scores. Grundy cautions that “sport offers far less room for 

questioning the rules under which athletes compete, let along the larger meaning of 

competition itself” (300). However, analysis of women’s hockey, which does not allow 

body checking as in the men’s game, suggests that female players are aware of the ways 

their sport rules shape their identities (Theberge). Kane (“Continuum”) has examined 

how women playing amongst men are still held to a different standard despite their 

attempt to identify by athletic skill only. She suggests viewing athletic performance along 

a continuum of skill, rather than by gender groupings, in a way that would allow 

recognition of elite female athletes as being superior to many, if not most, of average 

male sport performances.  

 The rule-bound nature of sport is consistent with a second major site of power 

over women in sport: allegations of “mannishness” behavior or lesbianism. The logic of 

gender binaries that supports separate rules for girls and women also supports a series of 

dualisms that suggest competitive female athletes are gender or sexual deviants (see 

Clasen; Krane). As Griffin shows, this “lesbian label” negatively affects all women in 

sport, not just those who may be lesbian, but justifying media neglect, social stigma, and 

other marginalization of female athletics. This powerful chain of reasoning certainly 

influenced all three women profiled in the case study chapters to follow.11 None of the 

women were involved in a conventional heterosexual marriage and all were lifetime 
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advocates of women in sport. While there is no direct evidence of Hiss and Thompson’s 

involvement with same-sex relationship, Lopiano has been cautiously open about her 

sexuality in recent years and has worked to reduce homophobia in sport. The focus on 

this project is the public arguments made by each woman in her attempts to establish 

women’s sport at the University of Texas and not to explore the sexuality of each 

administrator. Writ broadly, however, the issue of lesbian stigma in sport in unavoidable 

and a significant function of fair play rhetoric is to assuage fears of homosexuality in 

women athletes. In the early 1990s the University of Texas women’s basketball program 

was targeted by “negative recruiting” tactics after a high profile recruit suggested that 

UT’s team was known to have lesbian players (see Fish). Texas players and coaches were 

compelled to assert their heterosexuality – whether authentic or performed as a protective 

screen – but the program took a major hit in national prestige after mere mention of 

lesbianism.  

 The use of the “lesbian label” increased as women gained entry to sport. Foucault 

reminds us that the terms to describe same-sex sexuality were created by the psycho-

medical profession at the turn of the 20th century and first centered on male deviance 

(History of Sexuality, Vol 1). As a pathologizing medical vocabulary for same-sex 

relationships spread, it produced the figure of the lesbian athlete as a threat to “normal” 

sexual relations (see Lenskyj). This figure came to include any number of gender and 

sexuality violations, from employment to dress to sport participation. Cahn recounts that 

“What began as a vague suggestion of lesbianism emerged as full-blown stereotype of the 

“mannish lesbian athlete” in the years after World War II” (165; see also McDonagh and 
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Pappano 188). Professional P.E. women were implicated in the rise of this stigmatizing 

label by reducing or eliminating competitive basketball in high schools and colleges. 

Grundy reports that “Young women seized on cheerleading, as they had on basketball, 

because it offered a prominent, public role in a major community institution as well as a 

challenging activity” (250-51; see also McDonagh and Pappano 189).12 The celebration 

of women in these rules cast further aspersion upon women who continued to compete in 

sport. It is important that the threat came not from a concrete head count of actual  

lesbians in sport but from the fear of same sex relationships; invoking this specter 

operated as a means of social control over women in sport. 

  

Rules as Resources for Transformation 

 The cultural theory of Raymond Williams helps explain how the rule-bound 

nature of sport can work in processes of both control and transformation. Aune has called 

Williams’s work “the most valuable aspect of the cultural studies tradition” (94). 

Williams was working to restore Marxist theory from its Cold War stigma to the study of 

culture and was influential in efforts view culture as part of hegemonic power struggles 

(Woodfin 141-42). I turn to Williams in this project for his typology of residual, 

dominant and emergent discourse (Marxism and Literature 121). This aspect of 

Williams’ work helps us account for the way powerful institutions and agents maintain 

control through co-opting “traditional” values and how, nevertheless, emerging voices 

produce oppositional discourse or maintain residual values. It is a dialectical theory, as 

Aune notes, with a strong role for language and communication, and focuses on the 
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relationship of cultural forms to political and economic institutions. While Williams 

discussed art and literature more than sport, I hope to show that his theories help situate 

sport as a meaningful site of resistance and control. 

 The nature of dominant discourse is the key question of Williams’ study; 

understanding how the dominant discourse functions opens up our ability to understand 

resistance to it. Dominant discourse is hegemonic, meaning that it holds power but never 

totally or exclusively. By being hegemonic, and not total, dominant discourse has 

“continually to be renewed, recreated, defended and modified. It is also continually 

resisted, limited, altered, challenged by pressures not at all its own” (Marxism and 

Literature 112). In maintaining this hegemonic position, dominant discourse is always 

mining a culture’s past traditions, but always selectively. Williams articulates the 

ideological nature of this process in defining tradition as “a version of the past which is 

intended to connect with and ratify the present” (Marxism and Literature 116). The 

relationship of sport to the dominant, Gruneau states, depends on the dominant’s ability 

to claim universality and shared experience (Class 109). Gruneau turns to Williams in his 

own efforts to identify where dominant discourse has penetrated so far as to seem natural 

and commonsense-like (Class 42). 

 The constant tinkering with women’s basketball rules represents the continuous 

action of the dominant discourse. While the professional P.E. women crafting and 

modifying these rules were not dominant over all aspect of society, they were the most 

powerful actors within women’s college sport and consciously, admittedly, sought to 

maintain that control.  The values motivating their rule changes were also rooted in 
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dominant values: that women should not exert themselves too forcefully, that physical 

contact was unladylike, that competitive zeal would introduce mannishness. By 

institutionalizing these values into codified rule systems, the P.E. establishment solidified 

dominant discourse into hegemonic forms.  

 Physical educators and their organization also claimed universality, speaking and 

acting on behalf of all women in their zeal to reduce competitive sport. Gruneau 

discusses this facet of dominant discourse, drawing attention to the selective basis of such 

universal claims and reminding us that in being selective a dominant discourse leaves out 

experiences and values that contradict itself or cannot be reinterpreted as supporting 

(Class 111). This material is crucial; it is the oppositional residual and provides fodder 

for emergent discourses. Gruneau also discusses the ways dominant interests are couched 

as “necessary” information for survival and success, but is in fact a selection of available 

material (Class 43). Physical education favored this tone throughout its early history. 

Despite their dominant position, and by definition of a hegemonic system, the 

control exerted by P.E. women’s rule-makers was not absolute. Games occurred all over 

the nation with the “wrong” rules in place, producing players and coaches who 

experienced different versions of the game, perhaps with more dribbling or fewer 

guarding restrictions, and retained a presence of these more aggressive forms of 

competition. Accounts of these other versions of basketball constitute residual discourse, 

those elements of the past that are still active and present in modern society (Marxism 

and Literature 122). Williams warned that most of residual discourse gets taken up into 

the dominant through processes of reinterpretation, dilution, projection, inclusion, and 
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exclusion (Marxism and Literature 123). Other elements of residual discourses remain 

relevant, however, as productive discourses that “cannot be expressed or verified in terms 

of the dominant” (Marxism and Literature 122).  This can render residual discourses 

oppositional to the dominant (Marxism and Literature 122). Despite the class and race-

based prestige of the professional women’s P.E. establishment, other meanings and 

memories of women’s sport existed throughout culture and destabilized their dominance.  

These were the experiences of the Fort Shaw Indian team, African-American women who 

competed in the earliest modern Olympic Games, or working class women who traveled 

the nation competing in AAU leagues. 

 The key question for whether sport can be part of social change is whether it 

produces emergent discourse, the new meanings, values, practices and relationships that 

emerge within culture (Marxism and Literature 123). This category of discourse 

represents the core of Williams’ efforts to restore a place for cultural forms within 

materialist views of society and power. This dissertation project explores whether sport 

qualifies as one of those forms. While firmly supportive of materialist theory, Williams 

urges a reconceptualization of the “base” of Marxist theory so as to include the 

interactions of culture. As he states, “New social relations, and the new kinds of activity 

that are possible through them, may be imagined but cannot be achieved unless the 

determining limits of a particular mode of production are surpassed in practice, by actual 

social change” (Marxism and Literature 86). In this statement Williams clearly aligns 

himself with the Marxist dialectic, yet seeks to reestablish the role of culture in helping 
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spur the imagination that can fuel structural change. Emergent discourse is central to this 

task. 

It is necessary to recognize athletes as a defined “class” of individuals to say that 

they produce emergent discourse (Marxism and Literature 123). Class, however, is 

defined in Williams’s work to encompass aesthetic, cultural “formations” (Marxism and 

Literature 118). He states that “no mode of production and therefore no dominant social 

order and therefore no dominant culture ever in reality includes or exhausts all human 

practice” (Marxism and Literature 125). This view not only defends materialism from a 

reductionist charge of economism, but also justifies Williams’ interest in culture; it also 

opens the door to include sport as a source of emergent discourse. Williams concludes 

that while it is possible that emergent discourses are incorporated into dominant modes, 

“even here there can be spheres of practice and meaning which, almost by definition from 

its own limited character, or in its profound deformation, the dominant culture is unable 

in any real terms to recognize” (Marxism and Literature 126). Further, even if these 

forms are incorporated Williams assures us that “just as often the incorporated forms are 

merely facsimiles of the genuinely emergent cultural practice,” and, despite the difficulty, 

“the fact of emergent cultural practice is still undeniable” (Marxism and Literature 126). 

Williams closes with a suggestion that emergent discourse is “never only a matter of 

immediate practice; indeed it depends crucially on finding new forms or adaptations of 

form” (Marxism and Literature 126). This project explores the extent to which sport, 

through its rhetoric of fair play, can qualify as emergent discourse.   
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 Recent scholarship on race and sport suggests ways that sport can operate in 

conjunction with other cultural forms to oppose hegemony. Caponi-Tabery provides 

compelling evidence that African American connections to jazz and blues music 

influenced sport development during the early 20th century, specifically in the form of the 

basketball jump shot. Similarly, Parratt traces Jackie Robinson’s experience in African 

American musical communities to contextualize his distinctive base-running style. 

Scholars identifying as “third wave” feminists have increasingly explored the connections 

between consumption and women’s sport, as well as productive applications of post-

modern theory (Heywood and Dworkin). A major limitation to the development of these 

oppositional discourses is mass media representations. Banet-Weiser argues that the 

femininity of women’s professional basketball is emphasized to counterbalance the threat 

of Black masculinity in the men’s game, and various media scholars have meticulously 

documented the shortcomings in mainstream press coverage of women’s sports (Fuller; 

Higgs, Weiller and Martin; Jones, Murrell and Jackson; Wenner). Rhetorical studies have 

linked language choice, narrative structure and other discursive features of mass media 

representations to assumptions of homosexuality among female athletes (Fuller; 

McDonald; Shugart).   

 Despite these trends in mass media, sport can be a site of powerful resistance.  

Recognition of this role of athletics, as Edwards first articulated, depends upon viewing 

sport itself as part of larger systems of oppression, not as isolated participants in 

“therapeutic” activities. While skeptical of the ability of sporting skill to completely 

unsettle racial prejudice, Edwards was intimately involved in organizing several boycotts 
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and protests by Black athletes in the sixties and seventies. Most prominent were John 

Carlos and Tommy Smith’s raised fists on the medal stand at the 1968 summer Olympic 

Games. Bass’s analysis of this protest emphasizes the unique connection sport bears to 

political struggle. She notes that while sport is often used as “a metaphor for racial and 

national equality,” sport is “literally – physically – focused on human possibility, 

transforming budding speed, power, and facility into a broader quest for human rights 

and equality, or, perhaps more succinctly, the opportunity to compete for such victories” 

(10, emph. in original). Bass recognizes the potential for competitive sport to push 

boundaries of social acceptance, even while it is limited or contained by dominant social 

messages that support the status quo.   

 Zirin draws our attention to the many acts of resistance that occur within sport, 

even as racism and other oppressions persist within sport (What’s My Name). Zirin 

cautions against viewing sport as a “true meritocracy” and warns that “Racism in sport is 

alive and well” (What’s My Name 147). However he notes that exposing racism in sport 

often produces progressive anti-racist messages and actions, such as commentators being 

fired for racist remarks (What’s My Name 148); what Zirin misses however, is the 

powerful ways that the meritocracy of sport provides a vocabulary with which to make 

political demands even while denies political efficacy in certain occasions. Messner 

better illustrates this dialectical approach in his work on sport, theorizing sport as “a 

routine set of interactions and performances of social agents, variously enabled and 

constrained by institutional structures and by dominant cultural symbols and ideologies” 
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(xxii). Such a dialectical view is crucial for understanding the relationship between 

sporting practice, rhetoric and social change.    

 Sport’s potential as political resistance may be especially powerful for women, 

given Iris Young’s insight that women experience their bodies as both subject and object 

of others’ gaze.  Judith Butler has recognized this special ability of sport, noting that 

“The athletic performance of gender is a special case, for women’s sport in particular has 

shown us in the last few decades just how radically gender norms can be altered through 

a spectacular public restaging” (“Athletic Genders” para 15). Butler’s observation relies 

upon an audience, a community, to receive this performance but she also recognizes the 

irreducibility of sport performances. Sport provides “an imaginary set of contours” for 

women’s bodies “[that] both exceeds and drives its various representations. It is what a 

representation seeks to capture, and so it governs that representation as an anticipated 

ideal, but it is also what no representation fully captures” (“Athletic Genders” para 2). As 

these theorists recognize, women in sport challenge norms and even when these limiting 

expectations are reset the athletic performance challenges them all over again. The 

dynamic nature of sport resists complete cooptation into dominant discourse.    

 This dynamism frustrates the constraining power of rules and fuels its 

transformative potential. At issue in the tension of rules for fair play is the openness of 

sport, its accessibility to a wide range of participants that may challenge dominant 

discourse and hegemonic power. As the twentieth century progressed, not only did 

women’s basketball rules change but powerful emergent discourses intervened into 

dominant systems to assert equality for African Americans, women, and other minority 
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groups. Major social upheavals wrought by World War II and its subsequent 

demographic and political shifts also altered the rhetorical landscape for debates over 

fairness, merit, and rights.  

 The social changes that challenged narrow rules and separate-but-equal treatment 

of athletes lead us to the third tension of fair play rhetoric. The social movements post 

WWII played heavily on American values of equal rights and opportunities and 

juxtaposed these values with realities of discrimination and mistreatment. In the process, 

however, the rights rhetoric opens a door toward claims to universalism or transcendence, 

which when taken too far eliminates the need for political action. Fair play rhetoric is 

susceptible to this slippage.  

  

3. Sport: Universal and Transcendent or Particular and Political? 

 The third tension that this project explores within fair play rhetoric in women’s 

sport is whether being a competitive athlete is a universal identity or a political statement. 

Is the identity of “athlete” universal and gender-free? Or do female athletes experience 

sport differently and thus deserve special consideration? At issue within this tension are 

the dueling rhetorical tactics of appealing to sameness or difference. That is, should 

rhetors ask to what extent all humans are equal and base political change on this premise? 

Or should rhetors expose the extent to which social grouping of humans are perceived to 

be different, and ground their political action from this realization? Just as feminism has 

wrestled with this dilemma, so did women in sport who advanced a rhetoric of fairness to 
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advocate for expanded opportunity and increased resources. These questions animate the 

third tension of fair play rhetoric and continue to vex women’s sport activists today. 

 

The Universal “Athlete” 

 The universal athlete identity seems to be prevalent. A quick perusal of sports 

media finds abundant examples of athletes, fans, or commentators stating that anyone can 

play, that all athletes are after the same set of accomplishments, that athletes can relate to 

each other, or that athletes can transcend particular differences to claim a universal sport 

identity. These claims rely upon liberal views of human identity where the mind is 

superior to the body, thus capability to reason is the defining quality of humans. The 

irony of an athlete, known best for physical feats, basing her identity category upon the 

liberal value of rational humankind is rich. The success of these statements speaks to the 

power and pervasiveness of liberalism in the United States and other developed nations. 

The situation is not always so neat; indeed, claims to a universal athletic identity are often 

motivated by a desire to overcome some obstacle to inclusion or barrier to recognition. 

Claims to transcend particularities often arise when the significant details that separate 

humans into identity groups or social stratifications become annoyances. Or worse, the 

basis for systematic discrimination and exclusion. 

 Advocates for women in sport have appealed to the universal athlete identity in 

exactly such cases, when transcendence is needed to overcome entrenched social attitudes 

in opposition to female athleticism. Indeed, liberal feminists pursuing a range of political 

goals have used this tactic. The philosophical premises of liberalism – basic equality, 
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inherent dignity, and a right to autonomy for all humans – provided a vocabulary for 

asserting the rights of women (see Cambpell Man Cannot Speak; Jaggar; Tong). 

However, early feminists quickly encountered a paradox: Support for liberalism allowed 

them to expose the systematic exclusion of women from education and employment but 

the tenets of liberalism provided no basis for singling out the female sex as one class of 

individuals that deserved recognition and protection. This remains a major challenge for 

liberal feminism: to tackle political problems of social change for women within an 

individualistic liberal system that denies community, solidarity, and coalition. Four 

courses of action are available to address this fundamental paradox. 

 One means of coping with this paradox is to use the liberal value of individual 

rights as justification for equipping all individuals with resources to be self-sufficient. 

Significant material or structural change is justified in this view as allowing certain 

groups to get up to speed with the demands of individual, liberal, rational life. This was 

the tactic of Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s “Solitude of Self” address of 1892. Stanton argued 

that since liberal theory reduces all humans to a unique, lonely, self-sufficient competitor, 

women needed all the legal and social protections that men enjoyed so that they could 

best cope with this harsh contest of life (Man Cannot Speak 132).13 Stanton used the 

paradox of women’s unequal treatment within a liberal democracy to highlight the ways 

women’s identity was socially based and subject to cultural norms that constituted them 

as a sexual class to be treated differently than men. 

 Using liberal values to critique a liberal system has its limits, namely in the scope 

of critique that can be mounted from within. A second option is to reject the constraints 
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of liberal reforms for more radical change. Eisenstein suggests that liberal feminism, 

based on its refutation of patriarchy, will inevitably tend towards more radical forms of 

feminism that challenge the entire liberal base of society (see also Tong 12). She traces 

how early Western feminist writers from Mary Wollstonecraft to Harriet Taylor struggled 

with this conundrum. Campbell famously identified a more basic challenge for early 

feminists; despite the alleged universality of human rationality and reason, women were 

not granted rhetorical agency in 19th Century society, making the entire idea of feminist 

rhetoric oxymoronic (“Femininity”). Socialist feminist activist Linda Alcoff states this 

elegantly with a simple reminder that advocating for equality in liberal terms will 

eventually erase any meaningful category of “woman” for which to advocate (420). From 

its inception then, Western feminism owed much of its philosophical grounding to 

liberalism but also struggled to overcome its limitations. 

 A third course of action to cope with the fundamental paradox of liberalism and 

feminism (or other modes of social protest) is to reject all hope of working within 

established political institutions. This often leads to post-structuralist modes of activism 

that focus on individual pleasure or local performances of resistance. Alcoff suggests, 

however, that the disavowal of liberalism that lies at the heart of much post-structural 

theory is bankrupt. She states that “By designating individual particularities such as 

subjective experience as a social construct, post-structuralism’s  negation of the authority 

of the subject coincides nicely with the classical liberal’s view that human particularities 

are irrelevant” (420). The task is to recognize the significance of the particular details that 

set us apart from others without sliding back to a liberal idealization of a rational 



 52

autonomous self. We must balance identification of structures that create particular group 

identities with the limited abilities of individuals to change their own surroundings. 

Activism around sport is well suited to this task thanks to the central role of bodies in 

sport. It is difficult to forget the particularities of the individual sport body when they are 

the focus of action, competition, or celebration. As Heywood and Dworkin write:  

[S]port, which is still very much a ‘modern’ form that supports the humanist view 

of the essential self, and functions according to cherished mythologies such as 

individualism and the level playing field, can be seen in the contemporary context 

as a protest against or way of bolstering oneself against what is experienced in 

consumer culture as the postmodern erasure of the self. (90) 

Showing its connections to humanism and individualism, competitive sport is indeed 

indebted to liberal ideology for its valorization of individual, autonomous agents. 

However its reliance on fairness, rules, and evaluation introduces structure that other 

liberal institutions lack.  

 The attention to bodies and particularities leads us to the fourth option in 

addressing the challenge of universality versus political marginalization: materialist 

criticism with an emphasis on lived experiences as basis for connection and coalition. 

Materialist criticism traces to Marx’s reversal of the Hegelian dialectic but is not 

obligated, to advance all the principles of Marxist criticism. In the materialist dialectic, 

concrete lived experience plays the defining role in shaping consciousness and our sense 

of what is possible within our lives. Socioeconomic conditions are central to this view of 

“experience” but so are cultural encounters; Williams’ work that was discussed earlier is 
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an example of materialist criticism that makes space for cultural forms. Materialist 

criticism stands in contrast to idealist versions of agency that rely upon a “normative 

dualism” to privilege rational appeals as the primary force of agency (Jaggar 40-41). A 

material view of agency, citizenship, or social change instructs us to pay close attention 

to the actual physical realities facing individuals, to acknowledge connections and 

interdependency, and to grant power to imagination and optimism within the bounds of 

these grounded, material limits.   

 Triece uses this method to great effect in demonstrating how working-class 

women during the Depression were mobilized into collective action by the repeated 

contradiction of messages of passive, domestic, ideal motherhood with their reality of 

scraping together meals on reduced or non-existent incomes (Picket Line). She showed 

that rather than mothers staying in a zone of domestic isolation, many women worked 

during the Depression to keep food on the tables they were supposedly so intent on 

setting (Picket Line 143). Women drew from the contradictions they experienced as 

“laboring agents” to build political awareness and solidarity (Picket Line 247). Triece 

concludes, “Paradox can be at once hegemonic or liberatory – delimiting options and at 

the same time creating opportunity for social critique” (139). These paradoxes are not 

theoretical or accessible only to well-read experts; they are experienced at the everyday 

level by countless citizens. Materialist criticism grants significance to these daily 

encounters, rather than liberal accounts of social change that are, as Cloud reminds us, 

idea-based, driven by individual agents, personal in nature and of private recourse 

(Control and Consolation 160-161). 
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 A sport example that demonstrates the way materialist criticism reveals 

compelling accounts of power and social change is the case of women athletes in the 

modern Olympic Games. American women made their first appearances in the Olympics 

in 1920 in demonstration events with European women (Cahn 45). At the time, women’s 

college sport administrators were opposed to Olympic participation; teams were therefore 

selected and supported by the privately-run Amateur Athletic Union. Due to the 

antagonism between the AAU and college sport programs, most female athletes were 

working-class women competing in industrial and semi-professional leagues or athletes 

from African-American colleges. This changed in the 1950s when American politicians 

began valuing Olympic medal counts as a symbolic measure of the United States’ 

strength versus the Soviet Union. American women were losing badly to their Iron 

Curtain rivals, so political pressure and increased funding helped convince P.E. 

organizations to work with the AAU to produce more successful women’s teams. 

Widespread support for women’s Olympic competition was gained due to these concrete, 

material interests; view of women had shifted, to be sure, but in this case appeals for “fair 

play” for women at the Olympics was backed with the highest level of nationalistic 

priorities and armed with significant material resources.  Generations of American 

women have benefitted from this increased opportunity, and now the established “right” 

of Olympic dreams is an entrenched facet of American sports discourse.  

 To conclude this discussion of the paradoxes within feminist activism in a liberal 

democracy, I want to suggest that sport holds a special potential based on the competitive 

nature of both sport and liberalism. Competition is at the core of liberal individualism, an 
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“inherent” quality Dietz argues, along its other key tenets (64-66).14 Competition is 

valuable, in liberal theory, by producing either the highest quality goods in a capitalistic 

market or the most skilled individuals in employment and positions of power. Likewise, 

Jaggar notes that “the efficient maximization of individual utility” is the instrumental 

goal of liberal rationality (45); the accumulation of goods or resources to oneself 

necessarily entails besting others in some sort of contest. The centrality of competition to 

liberalism helps explains the popularity of organized competitive sport in societies 

founded on such beliefs; indeed, it seems to validate their core values. Best players play, 

best teams win, anyone can try and blind judgment based on merit will decide. This poses 

terrible challenges for those excluded from the field of play. If the worldview of 

liberalism rested on equally endowed individuals set into competition, how can women 

receive the “extra” help of protective or restorative legislation, judicial action or social 

activism? The challenge of feminism, then, whether applied to the legal system or access 

to competitive sport, is to demand individual rights on the basis of a social group identity 

(see Eisenstein 163). The rhetorical task, for socially defined groups such as women, is to 

discern when group differences matter or when can members of that group can be treated 

with the solitude of equality that liberalism demands.    

 

The Political “Female Athlete” 

 Claims to universality are often used for specific, particular ends – for campaigns 

for inclusion, exclusion, definition, or delineation. This political use of universality is its 

inescapable, dialectical shadow. We have already discussed the way this shadow has been 
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present in much of feminist theory, especially liberal feminists’ attempts to base political 

activism for women upon universal natural appeals. It is similarly present in activism for 

women in sport, particularly for the passage, implementation, and enforcement of Title 

IX. I hope to offer a rhetorical reading of Title IX advocacy that enhances our 

understanding of the universal-political tension, specifically in the ways that athletic 

participation is understood to be part of citizenship. As I show in Chapter 5, rhetoric 

supporting Title IX in the mid-1970s took on themes of citizenship, positing sport 

opportunity as a “right” that deserved legal protection. 

 There is no doubt that Title IX has transformed women’s sports. Slightly over two 

thousand women played varsity college sports in 1971, while over 22,000 did by 2000, an 

increase of 955%.15 This monumental impact is doubly impressive when we recall that 

the language of Title IX – that “No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, 

be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to 

discrimination under any educational program or activity receiving Federal financial 

assistance” – makes no mention of sport. Chapter 5 will document some of the political 

organizing that occurred among women’s P.E. groups to use Title IX for athletic 

purposes. 

 I am interested in how sport discourse or sport metaphors can work to extend or 

challenge notions of citizenship. This stands apart from efforts by scholars to carefully 

track the ways sport is tied to nationalism.16 This project tracks the way rhetorical appeals 

to fair play in sport resonate with modes of civic agency. For instance, Cahn shows how 

“democratic” values in sport became a central part of female physical educator’s 
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rhetorical appeals during the interwar period when fascism was on the rise overseas (64). 

Dietz uses sport language more broadly to articulate how liberalism creates a citizen that 

deserves a “fair start” in the “race” of market-based life (66). Such articulations of sport 

and civic agency often have moral overtones. For example, Roberta Park identifies how 

19th Century advocates of competitive sport maintained that “It was in the crucible of 

athletic competition…that the much-valued attribute of character was formed” (“Healthy, 

Moral and Strong” 123). Likewise, Morgan examines how sport plays a central role in 

creating moral narratives that link sport and nation (60). Finally, Hughes unpacks the 

fundamental American myths that laid the path for the connections between morality, 

competition and citizenship. He demonstrates that as industrial capitalism became the 

primary economic mode after the Civil War, the corresponding accumulation of wealth 

occurred just as Herbert Spencer’s social Darwinism was also arriving to American 

audiences. This combination led to the conflation of competition and healthy civic life, 

or, in Hughes’ terms, faith that “fidelity to the principle of competition that stood at the 

heart of the capitalist system would usher in the final golden age and bring peace on 

earth, good will to men” (134). This confluence opened the door for competitive sport to 

become a metaphorical goldmine.  

 The connections between sport agency and citizenship that I trace in the case of 

University of Texas resembles the shifts political communication theorist Michael 

Schudson identified in his work on notions of the “good” American citizen. Schudson 

lays out a compelling typology of the shift from an “age of assent” when average citizens 

deferred to elites, to today’s age of rights-bearing citizens. Further, Schudson makes the 
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point that we must attend to the role of structure and time in analyzing citizenship norms, 

and turns to Little League baseball as a representative example. Describing the dilemma 

faced by baseball coaches dedicated to the conflicting goals of “everyone should learn to 

play and have fun” and the need to place skilled players in key positions in order to 

compete more effectively, Schudson notes how “Baseball demands of all but the most 

ruthlessly egalitarian coaches that they submit their democratic aspirations to the logic of 

the game” (7). Competitive sport, then, is inherently anti-democratic, a far cry from 

liberal faith in fair starts and equal chances.  Schudson notes this, stating “To understand 

American political experience, I am directing attention to the instructions of the game 

itself” (7). In choosing sport as his metaphor, Schudson identifies the similar tensions that 

exist between fairness and hierarchy within athletics and civic life.  

 Similarly, sport historian Pamela Grundy situates her assessment of North 

Carolina basketball amid the shifting modes of citizenship that Schudson identified. She 

notes the similarities between democracy and sport, with promises of equality marred by 

biased execution. In the early decades of the 20th century, high school sports in particular 

became consistent with expanded public education systems aimed at “preparation for 

citizenship” (Grundy 69). Grundy’s emphasis on the “multiple meanings” that sport took 

on is analogous to the dialectical approach this project will pursue. She indicates here the 

way that sport discourse can be used for social control or change:  

Even as one group of state residents used the language of athletic sportsmanship 

to justify a social status quo, the implicit declarations of equality embodied in the 

teams young women so avidly organized, or in the efforts African American 
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parents poured into school uniforms and gymnasiums suggested that the 

ambitions extolled by state leaders’ rhetoric did not always stay in the channels 

that their advocates envisioned. (95). 

Grundy documents similar “multiple meanings” within sport when legal segregation was 

struck down, noting how many were quick to praise skilled athletes for advancing the 

cause of integration, yet also documenting the incredible toll this took on many involved 

in sport (262). Where Grundy characterizes these moments as full of “multiple meaning”, 

this project inserts a rhetorical analysis of the way fair play discourse defines and 

enforces lines of social stratification as well as the ways rhetorical appeals to fairness can 

be organized into social challenge. 

 Bringing this dialectical rhetorical approach to Title IX debates will enhance our 

understanding of public communication related to this important law. Current scholarship 

on Title IX often centers around two camps: triumphal accounts of its positive impact on 

sport, or politically-motivated attacks on these changes. In the first camp is early work 

such as Carpenter and Acosta that is focused on measuring and documenting changes 

wrought by the law (see also Kane, “Title IX Media”; Lowe). The lack of sophisticated 

critical attention to Title IX may be partially due to continued threats to the law; efforts 

have been made as recently as former President George W. Bush’s first administration to 

roll back Title IX compliance criteria. The second strain of Title IX scholarship is 

motivated by this political resistance. For instance, Gavora critiques Title IX from a post-

feminist standpoint, arguing that its emphasis on strict gender divisions and numerical 
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analysis of equality results in the success of female athletes being attributed to social 

policy instead of the hard work and achievement of the athletes themselves.17  

 McDonagh and Pappano currently offer the best critical assessment of Title IX. 

Their assessment goes to the heart of the universal-political tension: sport as an activity is 

accessible to all, but the legal framework instituted by Title IX effectively guarantees, 

indeed legalizes, sex segregation in sport. The authors label this “coercive” sex 

segregation and argue that it is based on three flawed assumption about women: female 

inferiority, the need to protect women from injury, and the immorality of women 

competing directly with men (7).  The coercive sex segregation in sport directly 

contradicts the fairness principle of sport that lies at the heart of its universality. Splitting 

participants by pre-determined sex and gender categories does not create teams or 

rankings or records books defined by skill and merit; it creates two distinct and 

incommensurate systems. As McDonagh and Pappano state, “The key problem with 

coercive sex segregation is that these policies are not based on the athletic ability of any 

particular girls or woman to seeks the ‘play with the boys,’ but are based solely on the 

sex categorization of girls and women as ‘female’” (8). The stakes for this regime are 

high, according to the authors. “[I]f women cannot compete fairly on the field, they 

cannot compete fairly off it either” they conclude (6).  

 Title IX came about, ironically, at “the heyday of sameness feminism,” 

McDonagh and Pappano report, listing other landmark court cases and laws that required 

men and women be treated equally in spite of their sex (180-81). The application of 

sameness feminist politics to sport, however, resulted in the creation of firmer, 
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naturalized, legally protected divisions between the sexes. As a result, we have a situation 

today where gender stereotypes are often upheld based on the legal separation of women 

and men into distinct sports – volleyball is played by more women than men at the 

Division I college level, as is gymnastic and soccer, due to Title IX compliance pressures 

faced by big-time football schools. To some extent these sports become coded as female, 

or feminine through this structural separation. Efforts to reform women’s sport, at least at 

within educational institutions, face a double obstacle: gender hierarchy that gives 

prestige to men’s sport, and economic disparity between revenue-producing sports an 

non-revenue teams.  

 An unexplored framework for untangling the ways women’s sport faces 

opposition from sexist males and capitalist skeptics is dual-systems feminist theory. This 

theory, argued by feminist theorists and largely dormant today, presupposes that 

“patriarchy and capitalism are distinct forms of social relation and distinct sets of interest, 

which, when they intersect, oppress women in particularly egregious ways” (Tong 175). 

It attempts to account for the consistent discrimination or disempowerment experienced 

by women regardless of nation or era and many of its supporters sense a lacuna within 

Marxist theory for accounting for such patriarchal trends (see Jaggar; McCann and Kim; 

Tong). Hartmann penned the definitive statement of this view, stating first that “the 

material basis upon which patriarchy rests lies most fundamentally in men’s control over 

women’s labor power,” then turning to Engels to suggest that “the production of people 

in their sex/gender sphere both determine ‘social organization under which the people of 

a particular historical epoch and particular country live” (in McCann and Kim 212, 213). 
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Political action from a dual-systems view had to address both systems separately but in 

conjunction.  

 The lure of dual-systems theory is strong; it allows for collective feminist action 

against male prejudice then tackles capitalist systems separately. What dual systems 

analysis misses, however, is the way these systems are implicated. The same public-

private split that opened this chapter accounts for the theoretical failure of dual systems; 

that is, the separation of one realm of labor into domestic and private and terms supports 

capitalist systems and the feminine valence of the private sphere is the driving force 

behind male power, prestige and privilege.  As Young stated, reestablishing a “separate 

spheres” account of gender “appears to hypostasize a separation peculiar to capitalism – 

that between family and work – into a universal form” (“Socialist Feminism”100). Dual 

systems theory risks universalizing and naturalizing one essential definition of woman. 

For instance, Hartmann strongly hints that all women have a nurturing quality that men 

lack (in McCann and Kim 218). In contrast, Young calls for “a thoroughly feminist 

historical materialism, which regards the social relations of a particular historical social 

formation as one system in which gender differentiation is a core attribute” (“Socialist 

Feminism” 102). Assumptions of liberalism undermine the dual systems theory approach 

to attacking capitalism and patriarchy as distinct systems; the same liberal premises 

embedded within the rhetoric of fair play makes Title IX a political hot-button issue 

today. This project offers a feminist historical materialism to account for this instability 

 Title IX remains contested precisely because it is paradoxical. It protects social 

classes of individuals from discrimination but places those individuals in realms allegedly 
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defined by gender-blind equal opportunity. (Title IX has been used far less to sue for 

equity on non-sport issues but I argue that the paradox would hold for women’s access to 

higher education, scientific research programs or other educational activities that are 

framed as intellectually open to all). Even those attempting to break down Title IX’s 

attention to gender are caught in the liberal emphasis on idealist individual potential: 

McDonagh and Pappano state “We should not sort athletes by what sex they are, but 

rather by their skill, interest, and ability” (10). This well-intentioned intervention can 

result in valorization of individual sport athletes or moments without regard to their wider 

historical context. In this sense sport rhetoric risks being therapeutic, or presenting issues 

and problems rooted in structures as merely personal obstacles (158). This rhetoric serves 

the liberal capitalist hegemony by casting political change as personal matter and 

allowing only reform over revolution (159). Cloud suggests we recognize a spectrum of 

therapeutic to structural political change, taking care to acknowledge that therapeutic 

work (emotional healing, identity maintenance, spiritual growth, and consumerism) will 

never suffice to bring about social justice. She urges a reconceptualization of the public 

sphere “constituted in and by struggle” (163). Paying attention to the historical, 

contingent nature of sport, however, the ways its terms and meanings change over time, 

helps us align sport rhetoric and sport agency with the type of praxis-based citizenship 

that Cloud suggests will resist therapeutic dilution (163). Title IX is celebrated by many 

as the apotheosis of sport’s promise; this project argues that it is crucial to include the 

political, contested struggle that led to its passage.  
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 Within the rhetoric of fair play there exists a tension between the universality of 

the athletic identity and the political stakes of women in sport. At issue in this tension is 

the question of sameness and difference, the choice between rhetorical tactics that 

connect and unite individuals around shared identities yet that risk overlooking 

significant discrepancies in power, access, or resources. For women entering sport, great 

gains were made by adopting a liberal framework of universality, equality, opportunity, 

but this also served to position sport outside the realm of political action. The reality of 

Title IX legislation and enforcement clearly positioned sport inside these tense battles 

over resources, recognition, and rights, and forced the question of difference all over 

again. The rhetoric of fair play became a means to negotiate these conflicting goals; 

women pointed to sport’s reliance on rules and objective evaluation as a source of 

rhetorical appeal for inclusion and support, blending the universality of athletic 

experience with political demands for change.  

 This study contributes to existing scholarship on women in sport by 

encompassing a unique time span and focusing on one institution with such coherent 

leadership. Hiss and Lopiano, in particular, are mentioned in many historical accounts of 

Title IX, women’s basketball, and physical education. No project, however, to my 

knowledge has examined the progression of one school from its prim P.E. roots to a full-

fledged varsity status. Texas is often discussed as a major Division I university that 

invested heavily in its women’s programs with relatively little litigious intervention. The 

time span covered in this project and the case study subject allows me to propose a 

typology for fair play rhetoric. 
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Studying Sport as Rhetorical Practice 

 Feminist scholarship was slow to address the connections between sport and 

women’s political struggles. A special 1987 issue of Women’s Studies International 

Forum called for increased research but also demonstrated the range and ambivalence of 

feminist approaches to sport: Bryson expressed concern that sport could ever function as 

anything beyond reinforcement of hegemonic masculinity, while Bennett urged scholars 

to overcome their own fears of lesbian stigma to conceptualize sport as feminist practice, 

and Theberge suggested ways that women could reform or improve athletics. These three 

pieces set themes that are still actively debated today: Many scholars castigate sport as a 

realm of sheer power and domination, some advance theoretical frameworks in which 

progressive change can occur, and some call for alternative models in the tradition of 

radical feminist separatism. 

 Many sport scholars are skeptical, or at least ambivalent about the effect of sport 

on social change. For example, Cahn documents the dramatic changes in women’s sport 

spurred the passage of Title IX in 1972, but is decidedly lukewarm about the current state 

of women’s sport, concluding that “Even as contemporary definitions of femininity have 

grown to include athleticism, sporting institutions and resources continue to be dominated 

by men…Ultimately women’s efforts to attain meaningful leisure, unrestricted access to 

sport, and athletic self-determination will be part and parcel of transforming the broader 

social relations of gender within which sporting life takes place” (278-79). Similarly, 

Messner emphasizes the importance of studying the core of dominant sport, despite the 
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great increase in women’s sport in the past thirty years, reminding us that this center is 

defined as masculine, white, heterosexual and commercialized. He demonstrates how 

sport functions to establish and enforce binary gender categories in an especially 

conservative manner, how violence is encouraged or allowed in dominant sport, and how 

mass media systems marginalize alternative forms of sport. He is cautiously optimistic of 

change to the core of sport, but warns against facile celebration of women’s advances in 

sporting realms. The hesitancy of these authors to declare victory over injustice points to 

the dialectical nature of sport, anchored to limited gains of individual athletes and 

ongoing contestation with powerful interests.   

 Scholars on the hopeful side of this dialectic offer frameworks within which sport 

may effect progressive change. Crucial to these efforts are theories that can account for 

how women’s bodies are a material part of sport practice. For instance, Scraton and 

Flintoff warn quite strongly against liberal feminist celebrations of women’s sport that 

fail to challenge underlying assumptions of female beauty and heterosexuality. Bartky 

shares a concern for the contradiction of liberal equality and conventional beauty 

standards for women. She notes the bodily restrictions many of these conventions place 

on women, from walking in high heels to the “tyranny of slenderness” (73). Jaggar notes 

this as well, arguing that liberalism and liberal feminism suffer from “somataphobia” or 

hostility to the body that springs from over-privileging the rational mind (186). These 

observations help to explain why women’s sport advocates and female athletes were slow 

to collaborate or realize their elements of shared agenda. Iris Marion Young authored 

perhaps the most famous articulation of sport’s relation to gender hierarchy and feminism 
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by deconstructing the phrase “throw like a girl” to demonstrate how Western beauty 

standards literally deny women the space and bodily motion needed to throw a ball 

efficiently and effectively. Heywood and Dworkin suggest balancing materialist concerns 

for structural equity with hope that the immense economic power of images of female 

athletes as well as the consumer power of women in sport will challenge gender and 

sexuality norms. The authors note the increasingly blurry line between masculinity and 

femininity in sport bodies and images, and suggest that a new, androgynous model of 

sport may be emerging. 

 Other scholars offer more broad encouragement to connect feminist politics and 

theory to sport studies. Scraton and Flintoff, for instance, argue forcefully that sport 

studies benefits from feminist theory and that feminists should critically engage sport.  

While more optimistic than others about the role of consumption in social change, 

Heywood and Dworkin defend sport as an important site of identity-building for girls and 

women. In this way they echo the insight of radical feminists who urged inclusion of 

alternative forms of political consciousness into feminist action. Eisenstein reminds us 

that consciousness can be altered over time by “actual conditions” in ways that may lead 

to change (10). She proposes a dialectical model of interaction between structure, 

consciousness, and ideology, concluding that “many activities written off by some 

socialist feminists and radical feminists in the past as reformist, because they only change 

consciousness, will have to be reexamined” (11). Sport is one such activity, I argue; one 

that cannot bring about revolutionary change on its own, but one that can alter 

consciousnesses in a necessary way for lasting ideological change.   
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 It is important, however, to attend to these particular types of feminist appeals the 

grounds on which they are made. Many sport scholars and observers make blanket 

statements about the connection between women’s success in sport and feminist political 

action. For instance, Cahn, while providing the most thorough history of women’s sports 

in the United States, fails to move beyond a generic label of women’s sport as feminist 

activism. She lists as items of a “shared agenda” between sport and feminism: 

reproductive rights, anti-rape organizing, women’s health, self-defense, lesbian feminism 

and self-help efforts (252).18  This huge range of topics engaged feminists from an array 

of often competing political and theoretical positions.  Her work lacks rigorous 

engagement with feminist ideologies. For instance, she states that “an eager young 

generation of athletes and instructors succeeded in gradually liberalizing the long-

standing ban on female varsity competition” but does not offer an explanation of how, on 

what grounds, or through what means this shift occurred (249). Such broad 

generalizations are not helpful, however, in assessing which types of claims bring about 

what kinds of change and with what kinds of consequences.  This project seeks to 

advance our understanding of the ways similarly tensions characterizes feminist theory 

and fair play rhetoric.  

 

The Power of the Present Cases 

 The University of Texas provides an excellent case study for the tension within 

the rhetoric of fair play. The university was founded in 1883, just before women’s college 

sport took shape and thus provides a “clean slate” institution in which to trace the 
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development from physical education to intramural sport to varsity athletics. Texas was 

co-educational from its founding, unlike nearly all the New England colleges that are 

traditionally studies for women’s sport history. Cottrell reports that in 1918, after only 35 

years of operation, women comprised forty percent of the University of Texas student 

body and twenty five percent of the faculty (456). St. Clair, in his 1984 study of non-

competitive “play days” at Southern colleges, argues that intervention on behalf of 

female athletes occurred more slowly and incrementally in these institutions, and often 

depended on the individual viewpoints of college administrators. Indeed, Texas women’s 

sport administrators have been strong willed, colorful characters and long-tenured ones; 

this project focused on three individuals who collectively span 62 years of UT women’s 

sport.  

 Anna Hiss, the subject of Chapter 3, is emblematic of an emerging class of 

university-educated women that had benefitted from the gains of first-wave feminism and 

adopted a more assimilation-based politics based on middle to upper-class notions of 

decorum and good taste. She was actively involved in national organizations of physical 

education instructors that emphasized participation over competition and she set a strong 

tone for the early phase of women’s sport at Texas. Archival material accessed from the 

Todd-McLean Physical Culture Collection and the Physical Training for Women Papers 

(PTWP) at the Dolph Briscoe Center for American History provide evidence of Hiss’s 

public communications during her tenure at Texas. Secondary sources and scholarship 

help contextualize Hiss among her P.E. peers during this era. 
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 The second case study focuses on Betty Thompson, Hiss’s successor and a key 

transitional figure in the transition from participation-based sport to a Title IX emphasis 

on competition.  Thompson recognized herself as an unlikely champion of competitive 

sport and her personal and professional papers in the Center for American History 

document this slow change. Thompson is still remembered at UT as the “mother of 

intramural sport,” but she also served as interim director of women’s varsity athletics at 

Texas as Title IX was passed and implemented. Analysis of her papers, from athletic 

meeting minutes to correspondence between Thompson and the men’s athletic director 

and university presidents, reveals the changing arguments made for competitive women’s 

sport.  One generation removed from Hiss’s participation model, Thompson found herself 

promoting a more universal category of athlete that demanded, by definition, materials 

and resources hitherto denied women’s sport at UT. 

 The final case study will focus on the introduction of Title IX, the statute of the 

1972 Education Act that denied federal money to educational institutions that 

discriminated on the basis of sex, to the University of Texas at Austin. The university's 

response to this new legislation was carefully planned and complex. The experience of 

integrating UT football teams, which occurred just as Title IX was first passed and is 

discussed in Chapter 4, demonstrates that UT administrators were willing to make 

dramatic changes rather than incur lawsuits or violent protest. The institutional actors 

who were involved in developing varsity women's sport at Texas followed this strategy; 

if the new law was coming, UT was going to be ahead of the curve and start building the 

best women's program it could without negative publicity or damaging litigation. 
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Nevertheless, the rhetorical skill of Donna Lopiano, UT’s first official director for 

women’s intercollegiate sport, was pivotal. Lopiano is a towering figure in American 

women’s sport due to her 20-year tenure at Texas, where she established the Longhorns 

as a powerhouse in women’s collegiate sport, and for her next position as director of the 

Women’s Sport Foundation, where she has defended Title IX and pushed for greater 

enforcement of its requirements. Lopiano had allies within the UT administration, to be 

sure, but her ability to maneuver among the rhetorical landmines of reforming Texas 

college sport is also significant to the story of women's sport and fair play.  

 

Methodology 

 This project also seeks to add a critical dialectical rhetorical perspective to 

existing accounts of sport. Rhetorical analysis of fair play discourse assesses claims to 

fairness as a means of gaining inclusion into a powerful social institution. Critical 

rhetoric, as defined by McKerrow, is “a perspective on rhetoric that explores, in 

theoretical and practical terms, the implications of a theory that is divorced from the 

constraints of a Platonic conception” (qtd. in Burgchardt 114).  This, according to 

McKerrow, compels the critic to investigate “the manner in which discourse insinuates 

itself in the fabric of social power” and to produce “practically consequential 

interpretations of social situations” (qtd. in Burgchardt 115). To this end, this project 

probes the ways defense of fairness works to exclude individuals from prestigious 

identities while occasionally offering rhetorical resources for resistance.  
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 Along with critical rhetoric I am guided by ideology criticism, a mode of 

rhetorical criticism introduced by Edwin Black and carried forth by Phil Wander, among 

others. Black exposed the “equivocation” in what was then called neo-Aristotelian 

rhetorical criticism and the “deferential” posture that a critic was forced to take.  “It is the 

rhetor to whom he defers – the rhetor whose discourse he is appraising,” Black said (77). 

Black was the first to suggest that a critic has a responsibility to assess the fundamental 

objectives of a discourse, not just to judge how well the rhetor met those goals. Wander 

extended this case, advocating for ideology critique within rhetorical studies. He urged 

critics to be more than public relations consultants when it came to assessing discourse, 

and to recognize that “Criticism takes on an ideological turn when it recognizes the 

existence of powerful vested interests benefiting from and consistently urging policies” 

(16). For Wander, “criticism carries us to the point of recognizing good reasons and 

engaging in right action” (16). Ideology criticism mandates a deep reading of public 

communications, asking important questions that extend past author intent or strict 

textual boundaries.  

 Reading past authorial intent is vital for probing the tension of opportunity and 

constraint within sport discourse. Birrell and McDonald have been integral to introducing 

critical reading practices to sport studies. To “read” texts critically, the authors insist that 

we “explode forever the myth that sport is an innocent pastime that exists outside the 

realm of economic and political forces” (5). They urge sport scholars to find “cultural 

meanings that circulate within narratives of particular incidents or celebrities” and to pay 

“critical attention to the ways that sexuality, race, gender and class privileges are 
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articulated in those accounts” (11). As a physical practice sport often claims ontological 

stability beyond the reach of critics; this carries risk, not only when a realm of social life 

wields immense power and influence without scrutiny, but also for fundamental questions 

of rhetorical criticism.  

The final methodological approach that guides this project is materialist 

dialectics. Materialist criticism pursues a dialectical understanding of history by 

emphasizing the lived experiences of oppressed groups in the face of dominant ideology.  

This approach can assess current disparities and also offer explanatory power to account 

for how structural inequalities are a motor for social change. As Cloud states, “Materialist 

dialectics describes the ways in which history unfolds, not as a series of great ideas or 

scientific reforms, but rather as a product of contending classes, possessing divergent 

structural interests” (“Change Happens” 57). Rather than describing these shifting 

perspectives in terms of identity, this study argues for a set of material reasons for the 

negotiations over women’s entry to competitive sport. Like Triece I seek to examine the 

“reality gap” between common sense assumptions and the lived experience of women 

(Picket Line 5).  

In addition, I refer to the contradictions inherent in discourse as dialectical, 

because they are grounded in the tension between experience and the ideational world. In 

summary, my method consists of close textual engagement from a particular critical 

standpoint guided by ideology critique, followed by the documenting of contradictions 

internal to ideological discourse. The final step is to discover and describe the 

disjunctures between the valued terms and concepts in the rhetoric and the lived 
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experiences and structures of power that contextualize them. Among these contextualzing 

factors are the audiences of sport discourse, a full discussion of which is beyond the 

scope of this dissertation. Ultimately, the goal of this type of criticism is to recognize that 

the paradoxes of everyday life may become resources for insight; it is a core critical 

principle that increasing consciousness of contradictions can become the rhetorical raw 

material for social change.  

Rather than determining if sport is either conservative or progressive when it 

comes to gender relations, I urge a conceptualization of sport that places its discursive 

qualities front and center, with an understanding of how that discourse shapes and 

extends its material structure. I take my lead from Carrington and McDonald who remind 

scholars that “Sport, like many other cultural arenas, is a site for contestation, resistance, 

and struggle, whereby dominant ideologies are both maintained and challenged at 

particular historical points and in specific social contexts” (12). Sport’s rules and 

structures are invested in meritocracy and equal opportunity that should allow “the best 

player to play” but these same systems often belie exclusion and discrimination. Sport is 

often dismissed as “just games” so that the impact of athletic achievement is sequestered 

to a leisure realm, yet innumerable hours have been spent and sacrifices made to gain 

access to this area of social life. Its ability to transcend daily politics allows moments of 

sublime change exactly because sport is rhetorically cast as less serious or less impactful 

than “real” life, then again in some instances athletes are unable to make broader political 

claims because of their complicity with the “just games” nature of sport. The rhetoric of 

fair play is involved in all these complex functions of sport. If we view this complexity as 
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dialectical, productive, and absolutely central to sport’s very nature, we are better able to 

explain its power and its various effects on social life. 

 

Conclusion 

 The tensions that define fair play rhetoric demonstrate how this complex 

discourse manages far more than behavior on the sport field or court. From a basis of 

critical dialectical materialist rhetoric, this project argues that the chance to win can be a 

powerful tool for change. However it also clear that negotiating the meaning of sport 

competition engages powerful interests in society that push back against the allegedly 

straightforward rules and evaluation of sport. Women’s entrance into competitive sport 

over the course of the 20th century occurred within the context of female suffrage, 

industrialization and urbanization, shifting demographics along race and ethnic lines, 

changing sexual mores. Sport is not divorced of these broad issues and debates; to the 

contrary, fair play rhetoric focused on women’s sport participation served as proxy for 

many of these topics. While the history presented in the next three chapters is contested 

and uneven, the rise of women’s competitive sport posed a threat to the ideological 

interests behind the “separate spheres” view of gender. Women demonstrated interest in 

competition, ability to perform skilled athletic tasks, and determination to compete at the 

highest levels of sport. In these ways they infringed on “male” territory and thus invited 

resistance from many quarters. Running parallel to suggestions of female equality to men 

were assertions of female difference, whether in the form of modified rules or in 

protective legislation that enforced equitable spending for women’s teams. Familiar 
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tensions of sameness and difference mark the history of women sport like other areas of 

feminist action. By engaging the transformative values of fair play – merit, skill, 

objective evaluation, equal opportunity – women in sport challenged stereotypical 

divisions that underpin much of liberal capitalist society. The rhetoric of fair play at times 

contained these threats and at times unleashed the potential of agonistic agency. 

 In the following three chapters I will demonstrate the ways these three fair play 

tensions characterized the development of women’s varsity sport at the University of 

Texas. The first major player in the transformation of University of Texas women’s sport 

was Anna Hiss. She epitomizes the contradictions discussed in this chapter and provides 

our entry in the dialectic of fair play.  

                                                 
1 Lopiano was interviewed on the occasion of being one of six inaugural recipients of a lifetime 
achievement award from IMG World Congress of Sports. “Lopiano Honored as Pioneer and Innovator in 
Sports,” TexasSports, CBS Interactive. 17 Mar. 2010. 8 Apr 2010 < 
http://www.texassports.com/genrel/031710aac.html> 
2 For instance, Blair documents the role sport and physical culture played within a larger club scene utilized 
by women in the 19th century as a way to assert their present in the public sphere and Todd suggests we 
include “Majestic Womanhood” in Smith-Rosenberg’s familiar “Cult of True Womanhood” theory of this 
era. Todd documents women’s involvement in weightlifting competitions during that era, and turns to the 
early feminist Mary Wollstonecraft for the name of her criteria of ideal women (16). Similarly, Verbrugge 
documents widespread public health efforts to promote “able-bodied” women in 19th Century Boston. Still, 
adding physical strength to the ideal notion of woman is balanced by Welter’s original characteristics of 
piety, purity, submissiveness and domesticity. We are left with a complex norm for women that expressed 
anxiety over strength and sport participation even while it encourages physical health. Mangan and Park 
conclude that “Sport has had a large part to play in maintaining and sustaining patriarchal social order in 
Western society” (4). 
3 Medical authorities of the late-19th century ascribed to the conservation of energy principle for women’s 
health that framed any duties outside of reproduction as detrimental to women’s ability to procreate (see 
Atkinson 41; Park 77). Such concerns were countered by fears of women’s sexual excess if granted sport 
participation. Growing awareness of Freud’s theories of female sexuality created an interest in using sport 
to restrain women’s “coquettish sexuality” (Mrozek). Cott also points to Freud’s influence on approaches to 
“mental hygiene” in the early 20th century, although she also credits Social Darwinism with the growing 
emphasis on public health (153). Still, sport played a key role in transforming women from “swooning 
damsel” to sportswoman by the early 20th Century (Mrozek 136-160; see also Cott 215).  
4 Boys and men in sport at this time were urged to adopt the “amateur” model of sport exemplified by 
British boarding schools, wherein play-for-pay sport was dismissed as unseemly by those who could afford 
to turn down that income. For a historical overview of the amateur model and class stratification see 
Gruneau or Huizenga. 
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5 Despite the outdoor courts at Sophie Newcomb, it was standard procedure that women’s basketball 
contests were viewed only my female spectators (see Dean 88; Melnick). Clara Baer grew high hedges 
around her outdoor basketball court (Dean 94).This rule highlights the sexual anxiety attached to women’s 
sport and produced interesting media accounts of early women’s game where male journalists relied upon 
female eye witnesses to account winners, losers and key moments in the competition. 
6 Bordo, while concerned about the negative effects on women’s health as they pursue norms of health and 
beauty, expresses optimism that awareness of Foucault’s insights about dispersed, constitutive power, that 
co-opts rebellion can help feminist build “an effective political discourse about the female body” (15). 
7 Many other feminist writers that critique Foucault’s theories seek to adapt or amend them for the goal of 
advancing the status of women in society. To suggest only a few: Diamond and Quinby suggest that users 
of Foucault’s theories can benefit from feminist insight that “the kind of power Foucault associates with the 
sovereign’s right of death…remains vested in individual men and men as a group” (“Introduction” xiv). 
They also remind us that Foucault’s support for local instantiations of resistance needs to recognize how 
much more likely women are to be doing this micro-level work, given the very fact of their marginalization 
from institutions of political power (xvi). Several feminists who engage with Foucault draw attention to 
these local moments and to the contradictions that are exposed there. Martin argues that a “materialist 
critical practice and political struggle” is necessary to balance the ways that women are consistently defined 
and controlled based on their sex yet in constantly diverse manners (17; see also Cole “Resisting the 
Canon”). 
 
8 Grundy notes the same trend in rural North Carolina towns. In the case of the Fort Shaw team, however, 
their exceptional athletic performance was only one aspect of the Fort Shaw team’s presence in St. Louis. 
They also performed songs in feminine Victorian dresses, in buckskin robes, and were housed in the new 
Model Indian School as part of the “Ethnological Exhibits” at the fair (see Peavy and Smith 289). 
9 American colleges and the United States-based Women’s National Basketball Association professional 
leagues are the only leagues in which this smaller sized ball is used. In Olympic play and in the European 
professional leagues, the larger ball used by all men’s leagues is used. 
10 This question of organizational control runs throughout women’s sport history and continues to animate 
debate and shape policy today (see Wushanley). 
11 Clasen argues that these binaries explain why so many female athletes go to great lengths to “prove” or 
demonstrate their femininity. Felshin introduced the important term “feminine apologetic” to describe these 
maneuvers that women athletes perform to deflect stigma of masculinity or lesbianism; Festle expanded 
this term to an entire history of women in sport struggling to “play nice” despite the incredibly underfunded 
programs and active hostility to their athletic pursuits. Cahn, in her definitive history of American women’s 
sport, dedicates three chapters to the ways mainstream feminine appearance was required in many sport 
leagues, discrimination faced by masculine and lesbian women, and the community networks that many 
lesbians created to cope with this stigma. Many of these tactics occur off the court or field, such as dress 
and behavior, conventional beauty regimens, or prominent heterosexual pairings. Ironically, Grundy notes 
that it is during this period that many P.E. professionals also “found themselves beset by growing 
innuendos of lesbianism” (253). 
12 Physical education professionals of Hiss’s era were appalled at many of these developments. Hiss and 
her colleagues spoke out publicly against the rise of “spirit” groups at UT during the 1930s and 40s. Hiss 
sponsored one group that focused on community service and that performed a demonstration at football 
games that functioned more as an exhibition of girls’ calisthenics and exercises. Grundy reports that P.E. 
leaders “had wagered that the demise of varsity women’s sports would increase interest in what they saw as 
the more substantive benefits of physical education classes” (245-46). Events unfolded in the opposite 
direction; girls and women in cheerleading were supported while those hanging on to varsity play came 
under suspicion (Grundy 252). 
13 Eisenstein differs in her reading of Stanton’s “Solitude of Self” speech from this angle: she states that 
Stanton confused the need for female individuality for the liberal ideology of atomized individualism that 
denies the type of social identity processes that can account for women’s inclusion in a sexual class (153). 
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14 The four key tenets of liberalism, according to Dietz, are that humans are atomistic, rational and 
ontologically prior to society; humans are equal, based either on capabilities for reason, pleasure, or private 
property; individuals are bearers of formal rights that protect this equal opportunity in a public sphere of 
civic action; and the free individual is inherently competitive in a market-based way that supports capitalist 
economies (64-66, my emphasis). 
15 “Title IX and Race in Intercollegiate Sport.” Research Reports. Research and Policy Institute, Issues and 
Research, Women's Sports Foundation. 9 May 2005 
<http://www.WomensSportsFoundation.org/Content/Research-Reports/Title-IX-and-Race-in-
Intercollegiate-Sport.aspx.> 
16 Scholarship on sport and nationalism is vast. Scholars agree that sport became especially political during 
the Cold War as a means of demonstrating American strength, virtue, and democratic ideals over its Soviet 
rivals (see Rosen). Adherence to proper competitive standards was central to these efforts (see Washburn). 
Jay documents how social theory during the Cold War began to use football as a central metaphor, noting 
that “despite the scandals…sport during the Cold War remained critical to American values. Sport heroes 
were larger-than-life representations of all that was good about American society” (47). Winning on sports 
fields, and winning in a particular way, was used rhetorically to support American foreign policy goals. 
 The connection between sport and nationalism was altered by the September 11 attacks but not 
weakened. In one example, the administration of President George W. Bush, which had banned photos of 
caskets of American soldiers returning from the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, allowed full television 
coverage of the funeral for former NFL player Pat Tillman. Tillman’s style of competition, often described 
as player “with heart,” was valuable to the Bush administration in portraying the American invasions as just 
and moral. The use of Tillman’s death was severely hampered by the revelation that he was killed by 
friendly fire from his own unit and that Bush officials had concocted the more conventionally heroic 
account of his death (see Baldwin; Jackson; Zirin Terrordome).  
 Perhaps the largest example of sport and nationalism remains the quadrennial Olympic Games. 
Bidding to host the games has become a symbolic struggle to assert national strength and modernization, as 
well as a multimillion dollar politicized struggle (McCallum, Spencer and Wyly; Tajima; Tzanelli) and 
even ceremonial events within the Games themselves have become politicized (Hogan; Housel; 
Slowikowski). Media representations at the games bear immense symbolic power and tend to privilege 
athletes who fit dominant gender and race norms (Billings and Angelini; Billings and Eastman; Bissell and 
Duke; Hardin, Dodd, Chance, Walsdorf; Higgs, Weiller and Martin; King; Silk and Falcous; Wackwitz). 
Rowe argues that individual national loyalties are re-entrenched during the Games through competitions 
and rivalries; the increasing obsession with medal counts is but one example of this process. Rothenbuhler 
suggested that competitive zeal in the Olympics has become secular religion, a perspective echoed by 
Farrell’s application of social drama analysis to Olympic events.  
 On a domestic level, sport is just as powerful a realm for asserting dominant definitions of 
citizenship and women’s sport has not been immune from this manipulation. Banet Weiser has argued that 
the competitive performance of female professional basketball players in the WNBA has been framed as a 
gender performance, despite the high percentage of African American women in the league, to offset the 
threat of black men in the NBA. I traced a similar pattern in the controversy over Don Imus’s racist and 
sexist comments about a college women’s basketball team, demonstrating that the way the losing team 
competed drew Imus’s offensive comments (Bagley). This sampling of scholarship suggests that the 
rhetoric of fair play in competitive sport remains salient to power struggles over gender, race, and other 
social identity categories. 
17 Gavora is President of the College Sports Council, an organization of coaches and parents that have 
pressured for alterations to Title IX and for removal of other federal sport mandates  For more information 
see http://www.savingsports.org/home/ 
18 In an endnote, Cahn acknowledges that “Despite this shared agenda, women’s sports advocates and 
feminists typically remained at some distance from one another” (343, n. 17). 
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CHAPTER 3 

FAIR PLAY AS DISCIPLINE:  

ANNA HISS, PHYSICAL EDUCATION AND THE PURSUIT OF DOCILE BODIES, 

1921-57 

 
The one idea to win at any cost would be bound to creep in, bringing in its wake  

the inevitable qualities of rowdyism, unless the activities and the players themselves  

are carefully supervised by competent and conscientious instructors. 

- Platform of Women’s Division National Amateur Athletic Federation, 1924 

 
Introduction 

In the 1920s, opposition to women’s involvement in sport was articulated most 

commonly through a medical vocabulary of hygiene and feminine frailty. Professional 

women trained in physical education were forced to negotiate this opposition by 

emphasizing the health reform goals of their work, what Mrozek calls the “therapeutic 

social role” of P.E., and downplaying any potential for transformative individual effects 

(287). The means through which physical educators fought for public acceptance and 

support for their field created new sets of constraints (see Atkinson 54; Vertinsky 256). 

Anna Hiss encountered this tension in expanding the University of Texas program 
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without violating powerful social norms. Hiss, consistent with her P.E. colleagues across 

the nation, developed a strategy of controlled, restrained, supervised exercise in the name 

of public health. Emphasizing the public benefits of active, strong women allowed Hiss 

to expand her program but also resulted in a sport system that inhibited individual 

progress towards excellence in the name of broad social welfare goals. This may seem 

counterintuitive to a modern athlete or sport fan who values the steady improvement 

towards outstanding performances and holds that skill-based evaluation as central to 

sport’s nature. Indeed, Hiss is paradoxical in this way; her concern for public welfare 

succeeded in bringing women’s sport resources to the UT campus but also excluded 

segments of her female student population, as well as neglecting, of course, women who 

had no access to university sport settings. Promoting the public benefits of sport produced 

a version of “fair play” that was defined by restraint, selflessness, a regard for social 

stability.  

 The priorities expressed in both Hiss’s advocacy for a publicly beneficial 

women’s sport program and the medical community’s concern for women’s health are 

consistent with the rise of what Michel Foucault has dubbed “biopower” (Discipline and 

Punish; History of Sexuality Vol. 1). The first part of this chapter will show how Anna 

Hiss’s physical education program adhered to Foucault’s notion of bio-power, 

specifically to its three modes of social control: spatial organization, examinations, and 

hierarchical judgment. This analysis provides a means for us to recognize how sport is 

closely connected to larger systems of power in our society, ones that often work on and 

through the body. In the second section we will shift to challenge Foucault’s theory of 
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power by demonstrating that Hiss’s emphasis on bodies also served more instrumental 

ends that are better understood though materialist perspectives on power and control.  

This section challenges rhetorical scholars to see material and discursive power in a 

dialectical frame of interconnection. Finally, the third section of the chapter will take up 

the question of resistance, always a concern when applying Foucault’s theories, by 

examining the persistent question of women’s competition in sport through Hiss’s reign.  

Despite all her power to shape and constrain women’s bodies at UT over three decades of 

iron-fisted administration, Hiss could not squelch the debate over competition. Indeed, 

she slowly shifted her own views on the question.   

 

Anna Hiss, Foucault and the “Docile Bodies” of Physical Education 

 In Discipline and Punish and The History of Sexuality, Volume I , Foucault 

outlined an important new theory of power. The core mechanism through which this type 

of power was secured and maintained, Foucault stated, are processes of discipline. 

Disciplinary power, in turn, operates along the three key mechanisms: spatial 

organization and observation, examinations, and normative judgment. Hiss’s tenure at 

Texas is marked by discipline. Arriving as an instructor in 1917 she was already in line to 

assume leadership of the program by 1921. Looking back farther than this, Hiss in many 

ways already exhibited the qualities of a docile body herself. She was born in Baltimore, 

Maryland to a prominent family (her eldest brother Alger became a target of McCarthy’s 

House Un-American Activities Committee investigations in the 1950s) that valued 

education and social mobility (Cottrell 446). Hiss earned her bachelor’s degree at Hollins 
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College in Virginia and then entered the Sargent School for Physical Education 

“determined to turn her love of sports…into a career as a physical educator” (Cottrell 

447). Hiss’s personal experience with sport – Cottrell reports that she once scored fifty 

six points in one game – makes her subsequent actions as P.E. professional that much 

more rich. Her career choice was perceived as radical, by at least Hiss’s tradition-bound 

mother, and Hiss seems to have justified her aggressive career track by resigning herself 

to an unmarried life (Cottrell 448).1  

 Hiss was trained at the prestigious Sargent School which played a crucial role in 

shaping an entire generation of physical education professionals (see Cottrell). While 

Sargent proclaimed that “I have no hesitation in saying that there is no athletic sport or 

game in which some women cannot enter” (qtd in Twin 56), and his open-minded stance 

likely bolstered Hiss’s resolve to expand women’s P.E. programs, her mentor also shared 

a wariness towards “male” models of sport that lost sight of the holistic health benefits of 

physical education. Sargent’s curriculum was based on health benefits rather than 

competitive excellence. As Pennington notes, Hiss “was among a cohort of female P.E. 

professionals intent on eradicating women’s intercollegiate sports” (270). The emphasis 

on supervision and restraint marks Sargent’s approach, and by extension Hiss’s, as 

distinctly disciplined in Foucault’s sense of the term. Her emphasis on public benefits and 

social welfare situated the female athlete squarely under the supervising eye of 

disciplinary power. That is, the Texas female P.E. student learning a modified version of 

basketball was never pursuing skills or excellence; she was part of a network of experts 

and peers that insured her physical health would be directed toward public gain.  
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 The archival records of Hiss’s tenure at Texas speak to her disciplining power. 

She dramatically expanded the women’s program for physical training, negotiating with 

powerful male administrators and alumni. She argued extensively that physical education 

for women was not a private leisurely pursuit but part of wider social gains. Hiss 

administered her program with a guiding philosophy that focused on inclusiveness, good 

health, a de-emphasis on competition, and preparation for lifetime responsibilities 

(Cottrell 459). Her official correspondence and public communications demonstrate her 

commitment to controlled, disciplined physical activity, achieved through spatial 

organization, examinations, and hierarchical judgment. 

 

Three Mechanisms of Discipline within Physical Education 

Spatial Organization and P.E. Discipline 

 Space is critical for disciplinary power because it relies heavily on gaze and 

surveillance. Just as societies were no longer ruled by a sovereign with torturous 

punishments, neither did power reside inside fortresses built for displays of strength and 

impenetrability. Rather, a power system based on individualized discipline was so 

dispersed that self- and peer-surveillance was needed.  Foucault describes these spaces as 

coercing by means of observation, by “minor technologies of multiple and intersecting 

observations, of eyes that must see without being seen” (Discipline 171). Specialized 

personnel was created within these spaces to carry out the supervisory powers of 

discipline; Foucault discusses military, hospital and education spaces as examples of 

creating prefects, wards, and other officers of surveillance. Sport spaces are another 
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instance of disciplined space. Bale suggests that professional sport stadiums exert 

disciplining control over spectators that transforms them from public to private space. 

Hiss demonstrated a similar concern for spatial layout of her physical education program 

at Texas, and she drafted students and colleagues into her disciplinary practices. 

 Upon her ascension to director of the women’s physical training program at 

Texas, Hiss immediately demanded that the University construct a new gymnasium for 

female students. A previous director of women’s training had overseen the construction 

of N Hall, a frame structure, as well as an outdoor basketball court surrounded by high 

fences (Pennington 270). Hiss deemed this unsatisfactory and traveled the nation at her 

own expense to visit other top-rated women’s gymnasiums.  She returned with notes and 

photographs, and was directly involved in the planning for her new Texas gym. Despite 

the nation-wide economic crisis caused by the Great Depression, she secured funding as 

part of an alumni fund drive aimed at building a new men’s gym on campus (Cottrell 

470). The gym cost $400,000 to build, an amount worth over $5.5 million today.2  The 

new facility – called the Women’s Gymnasium then but changed to the Anna Hiss Gym 

in 1974 – opened in 1931 with Mediterranean style arched windows, patios, and a large 

inner courtyard. It featured five indoor playing courts, a dance studio, library, shower 

facilities and a pool with ornate hand-painted tile and wall decorations. Twelve acres of 

outdoor sport courts and fields surrounded the building.  

The gym fits nearly all aspects of Foucault’s discussion of hierarchical 

observation.  Its location was carefully chosen by Hiss, near the women’s dorms and 

home economics buildings to create a woman-defined space within the “40 Acres” of 
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Texas’s campus. Within the building, Hiss’s opposition to intercollegiate competition 

took physical form as she designed the basketball court too wide and short for regulation 

play. The pool was similarly misshaped for swim races (Cottrell 476). These spatial 

controls directly affected the female student bodies: basketball court sidelines, for 

instance, were inches from the brick walls, erasing any chance for dramatic efforts to 

save errant passes or maintain possession in a heated game. There was also no room for 

bleachers or stands which negated the possibility of ever having spectators, another Hiss 

priority. Mirrors were installed through the building, directly serving Foucault’s notion of 

disciplinary power. Mirrors lined most of the walls, including gymnasium spaces, and 

posture was a competitive club sport at Texas into the 1970s. Pennington reports that “If 

nothing else, Hiss insisted her students sit, stand and walk with correct posture. She was 

nearly obsessed with posture” (271). Cottrell writes that the gym 

symbolized Hiss’s role as a physical educator, and its systematic and efficient 

arrangement reflected her method of administration. No detail escaped her 

attention in its creation and maintenance. She personally selected the trees and 

shrubs for landscaping (then personally planted them herself to have them in place 

in time for hosting an upcoming national convention) and spent hours locating the 

appropriate surface for the tennis courts…She used the building to consolidate her 

control and to perpetuate her philosophy. (474) 

 The space extended and enforced many of Hiss’s key priorities for women’s 

physical training. Her opposition to celebrating individual glory was materialized by a 

ban on trophy cases inside her building (Cottrell 460). Teams for team sport events were 
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formed the day of, and teams were never allowed to practice regularly. A central 

courtyard allowed Hiss view of a majority of her students at any one time, and the less-

supervised roof deck was a constant source of complaint for its messiness and 

unstructured uses. Her disciplinary control extended to staff as well, who were prohibited 

to chew gum anywhere in the building and highly discouraged from smoking (Cottrell 

487). She welcomed visitors to her facility, introducing another mode of surveillance as 

“best behavior” could be demanded for any national conference or professional colleague 

touring the gym (Cottrell 476).  

 Other restrictions placed on staff included scolding for “wasting time in staff 

areas,” and a requirement that all staff to wear either a skirt or long coat when leaving by 

the front door of the gym (487). Hiss’s policy against wasting time is an example of 

controlling activity at the heart of disciplinary power. Foucault discusses time tables as 

one means of regulating employee labor to the minute, as well as the concept of 

“exhaustive use” that exerts power by packing as much work as possible into every 

minute of the day (Discipline 154). Rather than simply banning breaks or free time, 

control through exhaustive use exhorts individuals to always be busy. It is a productive 

version of control that regulates and shapes the space and time dimensions of daily life. 

Hiss’s rule on skirts and coats at the front door entrance suggests she was aware that even 

while she was carefully supervising her staff the entire women’s P.E. program was also 

under watch. Proper appearances had to be kept up, especially through the officially and 

symbolically powerful main entrance of the brand new gym in order to maintain the 

existence and success of the department. Hiss’s awareness of this double level of 
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supervision is also indicated in her efforts at cultivating and maintaining strong 

relationships with powerful administrators at Texas, such as President William Battle and 

director of men’s physical training L. Theo Bellmont.  

McKay writes that gymnasia negotiate a tension “between the body as the 

paragon of discipline and the body as a tool of uncharted experience” (126). Hiss kept her 

hand close to the rudder in navigating the way her space, custom build and eponymous, 

would allow such liberties. As a mode of disciplinary power, the space of Hiss’s gym was 

of paramount important. A key activity within the trim hedges of Hiss’s gym were 

routine examinations and evaluations. 

 

Examinations and PE Discipline 

 Examinations are a core element of disciplinary power. Foucault emphasizes the 

normalizing power of rituals where an individual is isolated, measured, and held to a 

standard against which any deviation is made clear in “all its visible brilliance” 

(Discipline 185). Examinations also add a normative aspect to the gaze of spatial 

organization. Foucault states that the exam “combines the techniques of an observing 

hierarchy and those of a normalizing judgment. It is a normalizing gaze, a surveillance 

that makes it possible to qualify, to classify and to punish” (Discipline 184). These exams 

are highly ritualized, consisting of “the deployment of force and the establishment of 

truth,” and have the effect of transforming an economy of the visible into the exercise of 

power (Discipline 184, 187). The role of visibility is crucial here in light of women’s 

expanded public role during the time Hiss arrived at Texas. By making the subject of an 
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exam so visible, disciplinary power of the exam and examiner are rendered less so. When 

Hiss and her PE colleague argued for the public benefits accrued from women’s physical 

activity, their focus on the college women also deflected attention from the power exerted 

by the PE examiners themselves. 

 During most of Hiss’s time at Texas, physical education was a requirement for 

freshmen, sophomore and junior women thus annual health examinations were a major 

tool of discipline and surveillance for Hiss and her program (Cottrell 456). Rather than 

allowing the women sign up for any sport club or activity they desired to fulfill their 

required two years of PE classes, all incoming freshman women at Texas underwent an 

exercise test with Hiss’s staff to determine which required physical education classes they 

would take. This evaluation did not measure only athletic skills relevant to any one sport; 

it assessed a student’s physical, social, intellectual, emotional, and spiritual state as 

related to physical activity.3  Her department also published handbooks on various sports 

to not only lay out basic rules for sports such as golf, tennis, or volleyball, but also to 

instruct female students on what to wear while exercising and how to best demonstrate 

good sportsmanship in their behavior.4 Even Hiss’s emphasis on posture involved an 

examination ritual; every incoming freshman posed for a “posture picture” that was kept 

on file (Buchholz). Hiss was dedicated to establishing a program of holistic development, 

of which physical activity was a part, but that would not inculcate overly narrow 

specialization.   

 Health testing allowed Hiss to justify women’s increased involvement in sport. 

The assurances of her careful annual inspections allayed fears of overstrain among her 
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college charges. However, Hiss shared the concerns of prevailing medical experts about 

the risks of physical activity during menstruation. Her policies on participation during 

menstruation provide a clear example of the balancing act Hiss and her peers had to 

pursue while crafting physical education policy without violating these concerns. Based 

on recommendations from the 1933 national meeting of the Athletic Confederation of 

American College Women (AFCW), Hiss prohibited women from swimming at all times 

while menstruating but instituted limits and procedures for other sports.5  Female students 

could not use menstruation as an excuse from participating in archery, they were allowed 

to observe dance classes, and could miss up to two sessions per month of folk rhythm 

dancing, gymnastics and tumbling. These missed sessions would be made up, however, to 

earn full P.E. credit.   

 These policies demonstrate Hiss’s split commitment to a frail Victorian femininity 

that needed protection and a more active, vigorous female health model that benefitted 

from P.E.  By the 1944 school year Hiss distanced her program further from the Victorian 

model, adjusting policies so that menstruation was not an acceptable excuse for archery, 

badminton, tennis, golf, gymnastics, dancing and fencing.6 Swimming absences were still 

permitted, but missing volleyball, rhythmic gymnastics, modern dance and all team sports 

had to be made up within one week. It is possible that ACACW was a more conservative 

voice in this matter; the 1939 conference of the AFCW approved of sport activity during 

menstruation along with skill testing and supervised competition, all issues Hiss was 

slowed to adopt in her program.7 
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 While Hiss’s rigid health exams may seem restrictive to a modern reader, they 

served a progressive role in their original context as a response to the even more limiting 

recommendations issued by leading (male) medical experts of the time. Stemming from 

Victorian notions of feminine frailty, prevailing medical wisdom still held that undue 

exercise could compromise a woman’s reproductive capabilities. Foucault tracks the 

medicalization of women’s bodies as part of the rise of biopower. He demonstrates how 

the female body was “hystericized” by being saturated with sexuality, integrated and 

pathologizes into medical practice and situated in relation to the family and social world 

through an obligation of reproduction (History of Sexuality Vol. 1 104). These views of 

women clearly stood in the way of advancing even the most modest improvements in 

women’s physical education. Given these limitations, Hiss’s program of testing became a 

means by which to appease medical concerns and still allow women the chance to play 

sport.   

 In negotiating a space for women to exercise and play sport, Hiss demonstrated 

Vertinsky’s observation that women’s P.E. was supported by medical experts only in a 

controlled, therapeutic version (“Body Shapes” 269). In a 1939 paper titled “Why 

Exercise,” Hiss argues that broad exercise programs for girls and women in public 

education were vital to national health in the years following the Great Depression.8 This 

argument was being made by many PE experts as the nation paid increased attention to 

public schools and public health.  In this paper Hiss also referenced the rude awakening 

experienced during World War I when the young males of the United States were not 

physically fit enough for combat duties.   
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 Hiss reemphasized the link between disciplined physical education and wider 

contexts in another paper, titled “Problem for Advisors,” that appeared to be circulated 

among P.E. educators across Texas.9 She noted the changing structure of families and the 

stresses of “modern living”, including consumption patterns and social migration. Within 

this new, tumultuous setting, sport and physical activity provided means of adaptation or 

coping. Significantly, Hiss stated that “excellence is the key” in pursuing these activities.  

Given Hiss’s audience for this memo, however, it is clear that she laid great responsibility 

at the feet of PE professionals for building excellent programs that would successfully 

train women in these valuable skills. It was not her goal that women develop excellent 

athletic talents but that they be better adjusted to the new, difficult domestic landscape. 

Hiss’s mention of consumerism is significant given that a major goal of biopower is to 

produce a docile workforce and consumer base for commodity capitalism (see John 

Hargreaves).  

 A 1925 issue of SportsGirl, the annual publication produced by the sport clubs of 

the Women’s Athletic Association (WAA) at Texas, echoes this vision of physical 

education as social welfare.10  Hiss herself wrote that P.E. played a crucial role in “this 

year of our Nation’s history…[with] chaotic and ever-changing condition of society.”  

She described in detail how P.E. should offer health, at home and outdoors, while 

working hard, with kindness and courtesy, building patience, unselfishness, and simple 

character building during this troubling time.  Through these publications we see Hiss 

adopt and advance a rhetoric of public benefit to support her expansion of women’s P.E. 

at Texas. In the face of intense pressure from medical experts that women should not 
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exercise at all, Hiss’s strong advocacy for women’s PE was a form a social challenge. 

However, Hiss and her PE colleagues also functioned as a form of social control, 

pursuing anti-competition policies that limited women’s opportunities in significant 

ways.   

 The SportsGirl issues also demonstrate an important element of Foucault’s theory 

of power: the pleasure derived from being disciplined and shaped by this type of control. 

Female students rhapsodize about Hiss in the issue, describing her as a “guiding light 

[with] high ideals and lofty purpose…strong faith and courage.”11  This is unsurprising 

since the WAA was the student group that most closely shared Hiss’s view of athletics; 

they actually changed their name, following Hiss’s advice, in 1931 to the University of 

Texas Sports Association (UTSA) to avoid the “stigma” of the word athletics that 

suggested competition, commercialism and professionalism.12  Despite the intense 

scrutiny and surveillance that these students experienced from Hiss, they view her as a 

hero. This element of pleasure is crucial, Foucault writes, for the successful execution of 

biopower. He states that  

If power were never anything but repressive, if it never did anything but say no, 

do you really think one would be brought to obey it? What makes power so good, 

what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it doesn’t weigh on us as a force 

that says no, but that it produces and traverses things, it induces pleasure, forms of 

knowledge, produces discourses. It needs to be considered as a productive 

network which runs through the whole social body, much more than a negative 

instance whose focus is repression. (Power/Knowledge 119). 
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The students who praised Hiss with these glowing terms did not perceive her as a 

draconian authority figure; they saw each other as collaborators pursuing a common goal 

of healthy activity. Biopower is far less obvious than this; it is not “a general system of 

domination exerted by one group over another” (History 92). To the WAA sports girls, 

Hiss was a big sister figure guiding them to healthy lives. 

   

Normative Judgment and P.E. Discipline 

 Thus far I have identified clear evidence that Anna Hiss deployed a type of 

biopower in her physical education department primarily through mechanisms of spatial 

organization and examination.  The third key mechanism of discipline is normative 

judgment. This aspect of discipline describes the development of internal punishment 

systems within disciplinary spaces that were consistent with this new, productive, 

“microphysics” of power. Infractions and deviances were still noted within these new 

processes of power, Foucault states, but the nature of the punishment had altered 

significantly. Instead of denying access, resources or amenities, as in the sovereign 

model, normative judgments within disciplinary power “sentenced” offenders to more 

practice, more training, with the goal of perfection and execution (Discipline 179). This 

change blurs the boundary between punishment and reward, and keeps individuals within 

the realm of discipline rather than exiling them.   

 To assess Hiss’s penchant for normative judgment I place her in a wider context 

of her P.E. colleagues at the regional and national level. The first important benefit of 

expanding our view at this point to remind ourselves that Hiss is wrapped into the 
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workings of gendered biopower just as her students are, and is the subject of disciplining 

surveillance as well. Foucault is insistent that biopower does not reside within powerful 

institutions, meted out downhill to powerless masses, but he does discuss the role of 

organizations and institutions within processes of discipline. In the History of Sexuality, 

v. 1, he states that sovereign power, such as the state and the law, are not the originators 

of power but the “terminal forms power takes” (92). In the final section of this chapter we 

will probe this aspect of Foucault’s theory, but at present we will explore the larger 

hierarchies and normative systems that Hiss was part of in her pursuit of proper physical 

education.  

 Supervision and hierarchy were pervasive in Hiss’s physical education program. 

Rules and norms and policies shaped the expectations of female students, as well as the 

staff of instructors. To be fair, Hiss was not the first hyper-surveillance director of the 

program. Director Eunice Aden and Dean of Women Helen Kirby “kept a close watch on 

the growing enthusiasm for basketball” in the decades before Hiss’s arrival (Pennington 

270). Hiss, however, embodied this mode of power to its highest point. A key aspect of 

Foucault’s normalizing judgment is that punishment is transformed into correction, 

whereby offenders of a system are “punished” by spending more time perfecting and 

practicing the skill or motion from which they deviated (see Discipline 179). Hiss 

instituted this with her points system; deeply opposes to individual honors, Hiss 

concocted a point system that rewarded student involvement in a variety of sports rather 

than dedication to just one (Pennington 271; see also Cottrell 456). For the female student 

chafing under Hiss’s tightly controlled system, bucking the rules to only play tennis or 
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golf or basketball was met with assignments to play not fewer hours in the day but to play 

just as much but in a variety of sports. Similarly, Hiss’s highest award each year went to 

the team manager whose team entered and participated in the most number of events 

throughout the year; this award came to bear Hiss’s name towards the end of her era. The 

use of rewards and gratifications as control is a hallmark of disciplinary power. Finally, 

Hiss created such an internal bureaucracy within her department that she spent most of 

her time administering meetings, keeping records and checking in on junior staff rather 

than actively teaching the female students in her various programs. (Cottrell 461).  

Cottrell concludes that Hiss “created a hegemonic environment within a large 

coeducational university that ensured her broad influence” (467-68). Internal rule systems 

and bureaucratic hierarchy allowed Hiss to keep her fingers, almost literally, on the pulse 

of all that occurred in her gymnasium.  

 Hiss was but one woman in a broader movement for this type of disciplined, 

supervised women’s P.E. The most significant organization at this wider level was the 

Women’s Division of the National Amateur Athletic Federation (WDNAAF). Founded in 

1923, While Hiss could not attend the founding conference for this group, she wrote 

Honorary Vice President Lou Hoover, First Lady at the time, of her deep interest in 

combating all forms of intercollegiate competitive sport and pledged her support to the 

new division (in Cottrell 500-501). Hiss did attend the first WDNAAF convention in 

Chicago on April 22 of 1924, and later served on its Executive board.  

 As a group, the NAAF women held views consistent with Hiss and her system of 

discipline. Historian Richard Bell has described the group as “a forum for women's 
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physical educators and leaders of women's sports to formalize their beliefs regarding 

competition for girls and women by issuing a policy statement of the organization’s goals 

for women.”13,Hiss’s vision of ideal physical education was formalized by the creation of 

the WDNAAF. Their platform stated: 

The Women’s Division of the NAAF of America believes in the spirit of play for 

its own sake, and works for the promotion of physical activity for the largest 

possible proportion of person in any given group, in forms suitable to individual 

needs and capacities, under leadership and environmental conditions that foster 

health, physical efficiency and the development of good citizenship.14  

The inclusive goals of this organization – promoting PE for the “largest possible 

proportion” of any group – underscores the public welfare value these PE professionals 

saw in their work.  However, the emphasis on control, whether in “suitable forms” of 

activity or through “leadership” and concern for “environmental conditions” emphasizes 

their desire for hierarchy and normative judgment while expanding women’s P.E.  

 To achieve their mission, the Women’s Division laid out 16 goals. Several of the 

statements stand out as being negatively phrased, aimed at taking away or removing some 

aspect of women’s sport rather than as instilling a positive value or practice. In their 

place, and symptomatic of the way bodies had become the key site of larger political 

struggle, the WDNAAF substituted new practices, aimed at their goals and priorities.   

For instance, the first stated aim was to promote programs that benefit all girls in a given 

group rather than “a limited number chosen for their physical prowess.”15  This objective 

is restated more aggressively three points later as a goal “To eliminate types and systems 
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of competition which puts the emphasis on individual accomplishment and winning”.16  It 

is difficult for female athletes or women’s sport supporters today to read goals such as 

these and believe that the WDNAAF was anything but a virulent opponent of women’s 

activity in any form. To the contrary, the organization sought to replace and reshape the 

current practices with forms that created the type of docile bodies they felt best served the 

nation. Another policy goal was to “restrict recognition for athletic accomplishment to 

awards which are symbolical [sic] and which have the least possible intrinsic value” and 

the yet another pledged to “discourage athletic competition which involves travel.”17  The 

girls and women who practiced and performed at a high level to earn such awards were to 

be rewarded in different forms, ones that would encourage variety, recreation, and health 

rather than dedicated pursuit of one skill set.   

 Finally, the WDNAAF platform vowed to “discourage sensational publicity” and 

to eliminate gate receipts from women’s sport, both in an effort to reduce the exploitation 

of female athletes from spectators and commercial pressures. In this case, while the 

bodies of female athletes are indeed ripe targets for sexist and offensive media coverage, 

the WDNAAF women were so zealous in their crusade to protect female bodies that they 

doomed their own organization financially. Gate receipts were, and are, a source of 

revenue for sports organizations and effective publicity is crucial to drawing crowds. The 

prohibition on attention-gaining and profit-making strategies belies an upper class 

sensibility among the WDNAAF women. Indeed, the WDNAAF was forced to merge 

with the American Association for Health, Physical Education and Recreation 

(AAHPER), a professional organization representing high school and college P.E. 
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instructors and professors, in 1937 due to budget concerns. By ignoring the financial 

reality of sports programs, the WDNAAF legislated itself nearly out of the conversation. 

 Public welfare is not an unworthy goal, certainly, and it is undeniable that a more 

organized, prestigious, well-trained physical education profession had improved the 

health of the American citizenry.  From a rhetorical point of view, however, it is notable 

how easily the WDNAAF’s rhetoric of P.E. for public welfare begins to exclude some 

individuals from this praiseworthy effort.  For instance, in Newsletter #70, issued in 

1937, proposes a blanket ban on male coaches.18  The question of male allies has 

challenged many women’s movements, both before and after Hiss and her P.E. 

colleagues, and involves complex questions of identity, biology, social construction and 

solidarity.  Within this sporting context, however, it is possible that the discourse of sport, 

or physical activity, could provide a vocabulary with which to parse this gendered 

distinction in more thoughtful ways.  What type of men might be acceptable as coaches, 

or with what coaching styles, or for what age or type of female athlete?   

 Absent this type of analysis, the WDNAAF continued in its single-minded pursuit 

of abolishing competition in women’s sport. The Alabama state committee was saluted 

for working to instill women’s rules for basketball and volleyball in industrial leagues.  

The Nebraska committee was praised for the “dwindling” number of industrial leagues in 

Omaha, for ridding that city’s Jewish center of their traveling team, and for shifting 

control of Lincoln’s league to the YWCA’s supervision.  WDNAAF members in 

Pennsylvania had succeeded in moving girls’ basketball games to earlier in the afternoon 

rather than early evening as “curtain raisers” for the boys’ games that drew much larger 



 99

crowds. In pursuing a women’s sport structure that they felt benefitted a large swath of 

the American public, Hiss and her peers denied opportunity for individual women to 

enjoy the roar of a crowd, the recognition of excellence that sport promises.  

 The Annual Report of the WDNAAF in 1937 presents a confusing mix of 

inclusive and exclusive views of physical culture. In its call for increased membership, 

the document warns that “We must interpret the high conception of the function that 

recreation must play in life…Organizations such as the NAAF must keep their ranks firm 

against dilution by non-professional workers and people who do not entertain high 

standards of both workmanship and philosophy.”19 The elitist implications of this 

statement are then contradicted in the very next point, in which the WDNAAF argues that 

traveling to sport events should be an experience enjoyed by all, not just the skillful few. 

The universal, egalitarian sentiment of this statement, however, is then complicated by a 

nod towards local governance when the report states that physical education programs 

should be “indigenous” and suited to each region. The WDNAAF executive committee 

then reasserted its right to speak for all female athletes in discussing the upcoming 1940 

Olympic Games. The committee planned to administer a survey well ahead of the Games 

in order to best plan “what attack it can make on the participation of women” and how to 

most effectively protest in inclusion of women in this event.20. 

 

“Killing” Basketball and Chasing the AAU 

 Hiss’s involvement with the WDNAAF shows that hierarchical, normative 

judgment, the third key mechanism of Foucaultian discipline, was very much at work in 
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establishing a participation-based, public welfare vision of women’s physical education. 

The extreme value on supervision and coordination suggests that women’s bodies were 

the site of intense cultural negotiation and power struggles as women asserted a more 

public presence in American society. Nowhere was this more evident than Hiss’s efforts 

to diminish the standing of basketball amongst her students and women across Texas. 

This ongoing campaign depended on the mechanisms of discipline that Hiss implemented 

throughout the University of Texas women’s program. 

When Hiss arrived at Texas basketball was established throughout most American 

colleges as one of the few team sports for American women. The uncontrolled spread of 

the sport troubled many educated physical educators and other conservative women’s 

sport leaders. The initial means by which female PE advocates addressed this threat was 

by adopting women’s rules: Senda Berenson, a professor of physical culture at Smith 

College, heard about James Naismith’s new game and introduced it to her female 

students in the spring of 1892 (see Melnick). Berenson deemed the resulting match far 

too physical, with players colliding, forcibly removing the ball from other player’s arms, 

and risking serious injury throughout the game. Berenson responded by asking her 

modifying the rules so that the game would be safer and more calm while still retaining 

the basics of basketball. Over the next several years, the modified women’s rules were 

developed, codified and distributed throughout women’s colleges in the country. Clara 

Baer at Sophie Newcomb College in New Orleans led the modified rules movement in 

the Southern states, and Eleanor Norvell oversaw the first women’s game at Texas in 

1906 (Pennington 269). Berenson and Baer’s versions of the game prohibited full-court 
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play, slowing the game to a passing exercise among players that remained on their halves 

of the court and used one roving player to move the ball end to end. Cahn’s analysis of 

this “campaign” against women’s basketball notes the productive nature of the power 

P.E. experts exerted over the sport. She writes that “Physical educators would not have 

regarded their mission as one of suppression. They expressed quite the opposite 

sentiment, demonstrating a genuine interest in making the pleasure of play and its social 

benefits available to all girls and women” (87). Throughout all of Hiss and her peers’ 

work to limit and downplay the competitive form of basketball, they never sought to 

outlaw in completely but channel its enthusiastic supporters into more acceptable, more 

disciplined modes of play.  

  Hiss’s 1926-27 Master Plan for basketball at UT illustrates her efforts to control 

and restrict women’s basketball.21 Much of her plan relied directly upon the 1924 NAAF 

Women’s Division Mission Statement. She quoted from its mission statement to 

articulate her goals for Texas basketball, from high participation to no ticket sales to a 

prohibition on awards. When she revived the Women’s Athletic Association in the 1920s 

to support the more established women’s sports and activities, basketball was not among 

the clubs and was not added in the initial rounds of WAA expansion (Pennington 271). 

Hiss augmented her Master Plan with research she had conducted on other college 

athletics programs, reassuring her staff that intercollegiate competition was rare and 

unpopular. This was most certainly her personal interpretation of the data. Grundy 

thoroughly documents how North Carolina women embraced the opportunity to play a 

competitive team sport, and how they pushed their instructors at women’s colleges and 
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high schools for more chances to play. Nevertheless, Hiss listed advantages and 

disadvantages of competition, with a predictable outcome, in rallying her Texas staff to 

halt the intra-class competitions that had existed since Novell’s time as well as Texas 

students’ participation in Austin city tournaments (see Pennington 269-70).  In an 

example of normative judgment and productive punishments, Hiss suggested that the few 

“gung ho” female students who truly enjoyed competition could be converted to coaches 

for the intramural program.22  

Over the next decade, Hiss became a celebrity among PE circles for her 

dedication to instituting the “proper” form of basketball throughout Texas schools and 

athletic leagues. The University Interscholastic League (UIL) in Texas had been 

sponsoring women’s basketball tournaments for years but Hiss put an end to these events 

(Pennington, 271). Her use of WDNAAF principles to guide Texas basketball became the 

encouraged strategy for other state leaders, and Hiss was one of the few physical 

educators to succeed in getting her state association to adopt the guidelines for the entire 

sport.23  In 1925 she organized a Texas chapter of the Athletic Conference of American 

College Women (ACACW) and engineered a “unanimous” vote condemning 

competition. Pennington reports that “Like most unanimous votes, it was actually 

something less than that. Bucking the trend were members of the rival Women’s 

Intercollegiate Association of Texas…But before the decade was over, those schools had 

submitted and joined Hiss’s organization” (271). Her work to suppress competitive 

basketball tournaments provided a bright spot in WDNAAF reports.  The 1937 annual 

report boasted in its “Signs of Progress” section that Texas newspapers were “worried” 
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about the dwindling number of basketball leagues and tournaments.24  This dedication 

was rewarded that year by her election to the group’s Executive Committee.   

In 1934 Hiss was asked to take over supervision of the Texas state basketball 

tournament. She initially declined, fearing that her involvement would send the wrong 

message to her WDNAAF peers, but by 1938 Hiss had relented. She presented a report 

from her Women’s Advisory Committee to the main body of the Texas Amateur Athletic 

Federation that year regarding her guidelines for the women’s bracket of the tourney. 

Hiss had begun working on the report in 1936 among her University of Texas colleagues 

and the drafts of the report suggest Hiss had successfully wielded her influence over 

women’s sport at the university.25  Hiss and her colleagues aimed for a full restructuring 

of basketball tournaments in the state.  Examinations took a prominent role in the 

recommendations: the early drafts Hiss requested that all players undergo a medical exam 

that would be kept on record with the TAAF office as part of a list of “officially rated” 

players. A later draft extended this request to conduct medical tests for all participants of 

local teams, but the final draft combined all these requests into one overall medical test 

with the state headquarters.  Hiss also called for an age minimum of 17 so that no high 

school students or teams could compete.  This emphasis on high school restrictions is 

consistent with goals of the WDNAAF to limit competitive sport in all secondary 

education, and demonstrates the minute level of control and supervision Hiss wanted to 

implement.26   

Hiss’s report was also concerned with coaching and officiating personnel in the 

tournaments, showing a strong preference for all-female staffs. Drafts and revisions to 
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this proposal demonstrate the commitment Hiss held to hierarchy and supervision within 

women’s P.E. The original 1936 proposal called for women coaches of all participating 

teams and stated that “men referees (good ones who really know women’s rules) are not 

entirely objectionable, but…a woman official should always be on the floor (either as 

umpire or referee).”27 These requests were repeated in the 1937 draft but then broadened 

somewhat in the final version to ask more generally that “the guidance and organization 

of women’s athletics be done by trained women, as the ground work has to be laid before 

satisfactory results can be had.”28 The final recommendations did take a more pointed 

stance on the issue of coaching, asking that no male coaches be allowed on the floor 

during games in the 1938-39 season as a preparatory step to banning all male coaches in 

the near future. This proposal would solidify the WDNAAF as the only source of 

acceptable coaches and referees in any women’s basketball tournament, reinforcing the 

hierarchical judgment of the organization. 

Finally, to address the specter of sexual exploitation, Hiss’s report deployed the 

disciplinary mechanism of spatial organization to produce women’s bodies that fit their 

ideal of femininity. A main concern was player uniforms, or “costumes.” The 1937 draft 

of Hiss’s report suggested that there should be “a modification of the present flashy, too 

expensive, and too close fitting costumes…teams [should] be costumed in suits of 

muslin, Indian head, or poplin material.”29 These heavy, encumbering garments were a 

sharp contrasts to the “flashy” uniforms that city league teams wore, including 

tournaments in Austin that drew as many as 500 spectators (Pennington 272). Another 

spatial concern stipulated that women only wear their basketball costumes inside the 
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gymnasium. In addition, the 1937 recommendations and the final 1938 version both 

called for a social gathering before games began so that all teams and coaches can meet 

each other. Should women engage in even limited, controlled forms of competition, 

careful attention to their distribution in space and “temporal elaboration of an act” are key 

elements of Foucault’s disciplining power (Discipline 141, 151).  

Hiss’s final recommendations to the TAAF were accompanied by a much more 

elaborate introductory preamble, as expected of a formal document, and this language 

allows us to see Hiss frame herself as a credible P.E. professional with society’s best 

interests at heart. The basis for her expertise is her status within the hierarchy of P.E. and 

the WDNAAF.  Hiss began by recounting the extensive research done by her 

subcommittee, including travel to attend regional and national P.E. conferences. The 

report then paraphrases the familiar WDNAAF vision of women’s sport by stating that 

“the Committee realized the necessity of guidance and control and protection of 

tournaments from the dangers attendant upon competition that involves travel and 

commercialism by interest in gate receipts.”30 Hiss’s introductory language not only 

positions herself as an expert but casts her professional as guarding women’s physical 

activity from threatening forces associated with rampant competition. It is significant that 

Hiss is not trying to outlaw the competition entirely; she closed her introduction with 

direct quotes from the NAAF Women’s Division platform and by expressing hope “that 

the recommendations will be workable and will thus influence the raising of health 

standards, skills, and attitudes towards women’s sports”.31 
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 WDNAAF records suggest that most state leaders were far less successful than 

Hiss in stemming the flood of women’s basketball competitions. At the 1937 annual 

NAAF meeting, over a decade since Hiss designed her Master Plan for basketball at 

Texas, members still complained of an “over-emphasis on basketball” in both high 

schools and communities and discussed means to slow its growth.32 Members preferred 

that women “lose interest in this State championships [sic], the ideal of Chambers of 

Commerce or Alumni groups, and to plan just good active play.” WDNAAF members 

supported U.S. Dept of Agriculture Recreation Specialist Ella Gardner’s recommendation 

that “training in a broad and varied program more than just basketball” be provided form 

women, especially in rural areas.33  Three months later members reported in the NAAF 

newsletter that this over-emphasis “works havoc with real education” in smaller high 

schools especially.34   

 Woven throughout these extraordinary efforts to “kill” competitive girls’ 

basketball are issues of race and racial exclusion within the P.E. world of Hiss and her 

WDNAAF colleagues. The University of Texas was a segregated university when Hiss 

arrived and throughout much of her tenure – UT admitted its first African American 

freshmen, male or female, in 1956. Further, the vast majority of the founding women of 

physical education and the WDNAAF were white. This makes problematic the comment 

in the 1937 WDNAAF newsletter listing “the problem of negro girls in high schools” as 

the top obstacle to full realization of the WDNAAF version of physical education.  There 

is no explanation of the phrase in this document, nor in subsequent newsletters from 

1937. Many of the AAU and industrial leagues targeted by WDNAAF members were 
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comprised of African-American women and other ethnic groups.35 The efforts of a 

majority-white organization to abolish competitive tournaments populated by racial 

minority participants goes further than a disciplinary interest in shaping women’s bodies. 

The seemingly neutral language of public benefits associated with women’s PE must be 

read in this context, and assessed for its complicity in denying educational access and 

other civil rights based on racial prejudice. 

 

Basketball and Biopower: NAAF vs. AAU 

 Understanding how competitive women’s sport came to take on such ideological 

import requires a closer examination of the WDNAAF and its main rival, the Amateur 

Athletic Union (AAU). These two organizations battled for control over women’s college 

sport for much of the first half of the 20th Century, with the AAU and its embrace of open 

competition eventually winning out. The institutional level of this battle also forces us to 

reexamine Foucault’s theory of power and whether it can account for institutional battles 

such as this. 

 Cole, Giardina and Andrews acknowledge that Foucault developed his theory of 

power through surveillance as an “ideal” mode of power but not one that always occurs 

(212). These scholars would encourage us to continue to work with Foucault’s notion of 

power despite instances where his mechanisms seem forced or inadequate. A more 

penetrating critique of Foucault comes from Terry Eagleton who writes “if there are no 

values and beliefs not bound up with power, then the term ideology threatens to expand 

to vanishing point” (7). Eagleton captures the risk that comes along with the valuable 
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insights of a dispersed, network-based view of power such as biopower. How are we to 

locate actors or institutions with significant interests in political outcomes if we are all 

objects of an amorphous power system? Eagleton continues to probe the Foucaultian 

approach by arguing against replacing the term “ideology” with “discourse,” as Foucault 

does in his attempt to de-center power from sovereign models. He states that “The force 

of the term ideology lies in its capacity to discriminate between those power struggles 

which are somehow central to a whole form of social life, and those which are not” (8).  

Eagleton questions whether analysis by biopower can provide a sense of scale between 

small daily battles of power and larger systematic clashes. Cloud takes issue with the 

genealogical approach of Foucault, arguing that it is possible to understand how at 

specific moments and in certain rhetorical situations discourses can have instrumental, 

material impacts. This critique of Foucault often makes connections with his realization 

that biopower created docile bodies that served capitalist interests in the development of 

new economic and political systems, but then extends that analysis to track the ways 

powerful material interests can shape discourse and rhetorical options at particular 

historical moments.  

 Building from Eagleton’s demand to distinguish between types of ideological 

power, and Cloud’s concern for historical context, we turn to the rivalry between 

WDNAAF and the AAU. Scale and context are indeed important here; the AAU was 

much more established and far more resource-rich than the WDNAAF which was more 

reliant upon symbolic capital with high-profile members like the First Lady. AAU began 

running women’s basketball tournaments, track meets and other competitive events at the 
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turn of the 20th century complete with gate receipts, male spectators, publicity and more 

revealing uniforms than Hiss and her WDNAAF colleagues would ever condone (see 

Ikard). It is clear that from the founding moment of the WDNAAF that the women of that 

institution had taken aim at the prominence of AAU model for women’s sport. Promoting 

“play for play’s sake” served as proxy for the professional jurisdiction battle between the 

organizations. Among the risk of allowing women to enter into competitive endeavors 

was the loss of control WDNAAF members would experience.  This is not to say that the 

women of NAAF were not sincerely concerned over the deleterious effects of intense 

training for competitive sport, but it is also most certainly true that their own self-

interests were served by establishing and defending a participation-based, noncompetitive 

model for women’s sport.   

 The founding platform of the WDNAAF, from its mission statement to its policy 

goals, must be seen in this context. For instance, it is likely that the WDNAAF ban on 

male coaches was part of their organizational struggle against the male-dominated AAU 

system of sport.  Later in the newsletter, this broader agenda emerges more clearly as 

state committees are praised for raising the “prestige” of NAAF standards through 

intervention into competitive league. Hiss was directly aware of the AAU presence in 

women’s sport. In 1934, just over a decade into Hiss’s tenure at Texas, the Tulsa 

Business College Stenographers of AAU prominence came through Austin (Pennington 

272). Tulsa won the AAU national championship that year, and at the national 

tournament an exhibition game was held in which the women played the full-court five-

on-five version of basketball that the men were playing (Ikard 39-40). Just as Hiss was 
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gaining the professional prestige to shut down competitive basketball at UT and central 

Texas, the game seemed to be picking up speed in the AAU events. The PE professionals 

of the WDNAAF, shut out of organizing the top athletic events in the country, sought to 

radically redefine sport so that their organizations would be in power.   

 It is not sufficient to explain this institutional rivalry through biopower and 

discipline. To be sure, both groups were exerted disciplinary control over the female 

athletes under their purview, even the more competitive AAU (see Ikard). But their status 

as institutions is significant; their access to resources, media outlets, wider swaths of 

audiences make the public communications of the WDNAAF worthy of ideological 

critique. The flattened biopower analysis of Foucault captures some aspects of the ways 

Hiss and her peers sought to reshape women’s bodies in sport, but his account of 

institutional power is insufficient.  Andrews attempts to clarify this stance in stating 

“Although disciplinary power appeared in an institutional context, it should be stressed 

that it worked on a microlevel of power relations,” and further reminding us that “the 

constraining mechanism soon spread to ‘non-institutional spaces and populations,’” 

(158). His defense of Foucault reinforces how well Foucault accounts for the microscopic 

processes of discipline and surveillance that flow from biopower, but the task remains to 

account for the institutional power struggles and rhetorical tactics that set this biopower 

in motion. To adequately account for the tense relationship between WDNAAF and AAU 

we must adopt a more archaeological point of view, to stay with Foucault’s terminology, 

that captures historical context and ideological discrepancies of the sort Eagleton 

discusses.  
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Resistance to Discipline and Alternatives 

 Anna Hiss was not successful in ever eradicating competitive sport from Texas’ 

women’s programs. While she did pull UT teams from the city leagues, YMCA events or 

UIL tournaments, individual student-athletes were able to join teams competing in these 

events, and groups such as sororities and dorms kept team play going under Hiss’s watch 

(Pennington 272). McLemore notes that when Hiss pulled the plug on UIL-sponsored 

basketball tournaments in 1928, “a vacuum was created, because girls were going to play 

basketball regardless of sponsorship” (2). An all-UT student team played a faculty team 

every year in friendly campus competition (Pennington 272). Competitive basketball did 

not disappear from UT campus during the decades of Hiss’s administration partly 

because she did not want it to; consistent with the productive nature of disciplinary 

power, Hiss worked to adapt and redirect her female student’s desire for competition into 

more suitable forms, creating sport opportunities but of a variety that created docile, 

feminine bodies. For instance Hiss, over objections from some more outspoken 

colleagues, began allowing Texas students to compete in “Play Days” and telegraphic 

meets where athletes completed events at their home campus then phoned in the results to 

rival schools (see Pennington 273; St. Clair). UT never hosted such an event, however, 

demonstrating the limits of Hiss’s stance toward competition.  

The survival of competitive basketball, as events or as a point of debate, raises the 

question of resistance under Foucault’s biopower system. Records from Hiss’s internal 

and external communication show that a dynamic debate over competition animated 
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women’s sport circles throughout this period. Hiss’s responses, captured here in a 1937 

Journal of Health and Physical Education article, as well as the official position of the 

WDNAAF demonstrates how dispersed networks of power that are focused on bodies can 

adapt and continue to produce docility despite challenge. Evidence of student demand 

does exist, however, forcing us to consider possibilities of resistance under biopower. 

Hiss’s stance towards moderate competition, and its usefulness for channeling 

female students into appropriate forms of sport, was shared by her WDNAAF colleagues. 

The platform passed at the group’s 1924 inception included analysis of positive and 

negative effects of competition on women’s sport. In assessing the effects upon the 

female students, NAAF members concluded that negative impacts included: “more 

‘physical straining than physical training’”, emotional strain, risk of exercise during 

menstruation, neglect in school work, stress on time management, and the risk of 

“newspaper notoriety.” Reflecting the NAAF’s desire for organizational control over 

sport, members were very concerned that “The one idea to win at any cost would be 

bound to creep in, bringing in its wake the inevitable qualities of rowdyism, unless the 

activities and the players themselves are carefully supervised by competent and 

conscientious instructors.”36 This worry underscores the PE establishment’s concern for 

collective order over individual chaos. 

The group did consider advantages to competitive opportunities for their students.  

Regular training would “require habits of hygienic living” and would instill “social 

values and a broadening of experience which cannot be approximated in playing games 

with none but home teams.” Among these social values to be acquired were “alertness, 
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initiative, clear-thinking, decisiveness, self-discipline,” as well as “the lessons to be 

derived from defeat and victory”. Not mentioned anywhere in this list is an interest in 

gaining skill in a sport, advancing in the rankings of an activity, or achieving higher and 

higher accomplishment through dedicated athletic training. For the WDNAAF, 

competition’s benefits were its applied value, social benefit, and public good. 

 In considering the effects of competition on teaching staff, the WDNAAF 

acknowledged that the “keener interest felt by players in intercollegiate activities” would 

benefit the instructors in their attempts to instill sportsmanship and the lessons of defeat 

and victory.  This realization captures the productive power of discipline and biopwer – 

by taking a cautiously open stance towards competition the P.E. women like Hiss could 

attract female students then shape them into the docile bodies they felt were appropriate 

for social benefit. A similar statement in this vein was that “The incentives to make 

intensive study of the game and its possibilities would be greater” when competition was 

allowed. The WDNAAF remained opposed, however, to full time coaches, preferring 

instructors to play this role and belying their distrust of an approach too devoted to skill 

development or winning outcomes. The organization also expressed concern that 

increased competition would benefit only a few students rather than a wide swath, and 

the Women’s Division conveyed a clear desire to not replicate the men’s competitive 

programs to the degree that they also incurred the distortions perceived to be rampant in 

men’s sport. Where the men were undisciplined “rowdy” competitors, the WDNAAF 

sought to produce orderly, complaint female bodies. These debates resonate with athletic 

discussions today.   
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While the group ultimately took a very anti-competition position, and praised 

women like Hiss who “killed” state basketball tournaments, the WDNAAF allowed for 

limited forms of competition from its outset: interclass competitions, including between 

neighboring schools, series of games one week apart so that more women could 

participate, and “telegraphic” meets in archery, rifle shooting and track where 

competitors literally called in their scores to determine winners and losers without 

actually traveling and competing head to head. This tells us that the issue was not entirely 

closed and that competition could be consistent with disciplinary goals of P.E. In the final 

section of this discussion we will consider the types of student activism on behalf of 

women’s competitive interests that occurred to spur this debate.    

Hiss seemed to be at the forefront, ironically, in realizing that the WDNAF should 

use competition to further their goals, rather than seek to ban in completely. In February 

of 1937, after supervising the Texas state basketball tournament, she articulated this view 

to her P.E. peers in an article for the Journal of Health and Physical Education. The 

audience for this piece seems to be her female PE colleagues, and Hiss adopted a tone of 

friendly discussion and good-natured provocation that is hinted at in the title: “Girls’ 

Basketball Leagues: What About Them – and Our Responsibilities?”37 Hiss began her 

article with a call for open-minded engagement with state tournaments.  She stated: 

There has been much discussion concerning the evils derived from the 

participation of girls and women in city, state, and industrial leagues…Women’s 

groups in physical education and athletics have publicly opposed such 
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competition…But are there not other methods of cooperation advisable and 

perhaps essential before we can expect to correct existing conditions? (104) 

This tone of conciliation is markedly different than the righteous stance of the WDNAAF 

about the undisputed risks of competitive sport.   

 Hiss defended her P.E. credentials by making clear her praise for the “splendid 

ground work” done by the WDNAAF to institute standards for fair play and productive 

sport.  However, she also condemned the “conscientious objectors who are unwilling to 

get in and work with the ‘questionable’ groups.” In this small passage Hiss acknowledged 

the judgments of hierarchy that her NAAF colleagues have made in pinning blame on 

uneducated “community” members or non-professional sport enthusiasts.  As much as 

Hiss would continue to work to limit competitive sport at Texas throughout the rest of her 

career, by 1937 she had recognized that competitive opportunity is an inescapable aspect 

of sport, that it can reap positive effects, and that efforts to constrain its risks can often 

lead to unequal treatment of social groups.   

 In a key section of the article, Hiss challenged her staunchly anti-competition P.E. 

peers by stating that:  

We know that there is value in fair play and well-supervised competition and that 

there is distinctly a detrimental effect in unfair and poorly supervised programs. Is 

not this the point which we are considering – should we merely condemn and 

criticize such competition, doing nothing more about it, or should we attempt to 

make something good of it or at least try to prevent many of the serious situations 

which have given all thoughtful people serious concern? (104) 
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Hiss skillfully maneuvered herself through the thorny issues of competition in this 

passage, invoking a collective voice to urge her peers to not dismiss the competitive 

events.  Hiss seemed to recognize an inherent drive towards competition in sport 

activities, and chooses to focus instead on the quality and degree of supervision involved.   

Unlike many of her peers, Hiss suggested that this inevitable tendency can be channeled 

for productive ends.  For Hiss, however, fairness went hand in hand with control, or at 

least supervision.  Allowing competition, then, still required the moderating force of 

organization, of structures in which to contain the unruly competitive individual for a 

broader social benefit.  

 In the rest of the article Hiss recounted her experience working with “a city 

recreation department,” presumably Austin, to help conduct a state-wide basketball 

tournament.  Hiss chose to see the tournament as “a fertile field for…introducing 

standards sponsored by various physical education groups”. This passage shows how 

Hiss recognized the usefulness of co-opting the appeal of competitive sport to instill the 

more disciplined version of her P.E. training. Spatial and temporarily control remained an 

aspect of this power; as indicated in her 1938 recommendations to the TAAF committee, 

Hiss instituted a social luncheon for all team captains the day before the tournament 

started, encouraged the teams to sing and chat amongst themselves during game breaks, 

ensured that no team played more than two games in a day, and that long rest periods 

were enforced between games.  

Within her own department Hiss was able to make such overtures to competition 

more directly and efficiently. For instance, in a 1934 publication circulated to faculty and 
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staff at Texas Hiss announced that an intramural system would be created for the women, 

separate from the established club system (WAA).38  The nature of this new IM system 

reflects Hiss’s approach to the issue of competition: the IM sports would be funded by 

the Intercollegiate Athletic Council, an all-male committee, and would exist on a 

voluntary basis, thus distancing Hiss’s program from two unsavory elements of 

competitive sport.  Competitors in these events would be able to win individual 

certificates which would accrue points toward their group and the top three groups would 

be recognized each year.  Finally, the Daily Texan student paper would be covering these 

events. Hiss retained her ability to control women’s sport at Texas by allowing this 

change to occur in a system she did not directly endorse.  She continued to have a closer 

hand in running the mandatory, participation-based sport clubs through the WAA system 

and never capitulated on her no-trophy, all-female policies.  However, the creation of 

these teams demonstrates a level of demand among the UT students sufficient to gain the 

attention of an ardent PE professional.  Indeed, the IM clubs would eventually be 

organized into the University of Texas Student Athletics (UTSA) which provided the 

basis for the first women’s varsity teams four decades after Hiss’s reluctant decree.39  

Further evidence that demand for and debate about competition in women’s sport 

was thriving during this time comes from a 1937 panel in which of seven Texas faculty 

members addressed the City of Austin Recreation Department about the benefits and 

risks of competition.40 Among its risks, the panel stated, were concern for female 

supervision of leagues, checks on health and menstrual periods, and the potential for 

exploiting individuals for competitive gain.  Panelists, echoing their PE training, 
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emphasized that self-control was part of proper sport education along with courtesy and 

teamwork. The panelists acknowledged that a larger realm of competitive sport events 

existed for women by contrasting their program with unacceptable forms of sport like 

women swimming the English Channel, which had been done at world record speed in 

1928 by Gertrude Ederle. They acknowledged in this comment that competition was 

“important” but could not be the only attraction.  Other benefits of competition were its 

potential to increase enjoyment of physical activity, its connection to “constructive” 

encouragement of physical activity, and its ability to help build character through 

managing winning and losing scenarios. While the panel sought to paint competitive 

sport in an overall negative light, promoting their participation-based sport program more 

favorably, the public panel reminds us that debates over competition were ongoing 

despite the institutional opposition posed by professional PE women and their allies. 

In the same year as this community panel, the issue of competition and student 

demand arose at the national level for WDNAAF members. In a newsletter to members, 

the organization announced exploratory talks with YWCA clubs to increase participation 

rates, and another newsletter later that same year discussed how to conduct competitions 

in a democratic way.41 It is possible that ongoing demand from female students helped 

push the NAAF to this position, or at least made it difficult the close the subject to 

debate. The 1939 conference program from the Athletic Federation of College Women 

(AFCW) featured discussion directly on “How much emphasis to play on skill?” and the 

group issued a strong endorsement of the types of limited competition available to 

college women at that time:  telegraphic meets, co-ed events, and team sports.42 
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Recommendations approved at the AFCW convention included skills testing to establish 

levels of play as leader, learner, and follower; allowing sport participation during 

menstruation; and encouraging competition to increase involvement while stressing 

cooperation and sportsmanship. The first two AFCW demands directly challenged the 

examination power of P.E. leaders, by asking for skills testing rather than health-based 

exams, as well as disputing the long-standing restrictions against activity during 

menstruation. The AFCW had an overall younger and more aggressive membership that 

the staid NAAF, suggesting that generational shift was significant in debates over 

competition. The AFCW language of competition within cooperation suggests, however, 

that norms of docile bodies were indeed powerful factors in the ongoing debates over 

women’s sport. 

 Towards the end of her tenure, Hiss made more generous overtures toward the 

competitive model of sport, still with disciplinary concerns in mind. As male students 

returned from World War II, Hiss allowed co-educational sport events inside the 

women’s gymnasium, and she granted approval for a Texas all-star team to travel and 

play exhibition matches in a church league in January of 1953 (Pennington 273). These 

admissions surely represent Hiss’s acquiescence to shifting demands of her student body, 

but they also bear the marks of disciplinary control of space (church tournaments, not 

AAU gyms), hierarchy (supervision of co-ed games was mandatory) and examination 

(all-stars only, with medical clearance).  

 A generational shift, however, seemed to be underway. Editorials from female 

students appeared in the campus paper asking for more competition and less concern for 
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“modesty and dignity” (Pennington 270). Top athletes grumbled about the restrictive 

practice rules, point systems and travel restrictions of Hiss’s era (Pennington 273). Rule 

changes that moved the women’s game closer to men continued to occur despite the 

WDNAAF’s best efforts, and a new generation of P.E. instructors brought a more open 

view of competition into Hiss’s department. Despite her strong control over the programs 

of women’s’ P.E., Hiss actually had little role in the academic training of P.E. majors 

who were enrolled in the school of education (see Cottrell 482-86) so this new wave of 

instructors would have felt especially foreign to Hiss.  Pennington notes that “By the late 

1940s and early 1950s, younger PE professionals were beginning to question and 

challenge old assumptions” (273). A 1948 petition signed by 450 secondary school 

administrators throughout Texas provided overwhelming support for reinstating the UIL 

girls’ tournament (McLemore 5; see also Pennington 273).  Three years later, thanks in 

part to efforts by young P.E. faculty from Hiss’s department, UT sent a team to the 

tournament. Games were held in Gregory Gym, the “men’s” facility at the time – it is 

impossible to say if Hiss preferred this symbolic distancing from her own domain or if 

the decision was a final blow to her reign.  

 Student demand for increased competitive opportunity, or the introduction of 

fresh thinking a new generation of P.E. professionals, brings us to the thorny question of 

agency and resistance under Foucault’s biopower. Rail and Harvey state that Foucault 

saw autonomy as an inherent result of biopower as individuals came to “discover” their 

own bodies (166). Citing a translation of one of his French-language works, Rail and 

Harvey point to his passage of Foucault to explicate agency: “at the very moment power 
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has this [positive] effect…emerges inevitably the claiming of one’s body against 

power…Then, what gave power its strength becomes the way by which it is attacked” 

(qtd in Rail and Harvey 166). This articulation of agency resonates with Gramsci’s 

concept of hegemony, which is always under struggle and negotiation, and Marx’s 

materialist insight that the working masses created by industrial capitalism are the one 

force that can overthrow such a system.43 Indeed, in History of Sexuality v. 1 Foucault 

writes that power is “the process which, through ceaseless struggles and confrontations, 

transforms, strengthens or reverses” such resistance (92). Andrews situates Foucault 

against Marx by noting that Foucault rails against a “blind commitment to modes of 

production, preferring a discursive schema focusing on the mode of information” (157). 

This move is crucial to Foucault’s conceptualization of agency and his hopes for 

resistance to biopower. 

 The basis for resistance changes under Foucault’s locus of power. It also becomes 

discursive, using the same tools of identity and subjectivity and bodies that can be used to 

control and discipline. This poses a major obstacle to social justice movements, as 

Foucault himself notes: “It was the life more than the law that became the issue of 

political struggles, even if the latter were formulated through affirmations concerning 

rights. The ‘right’ to life, to one’s body, to health, to happiness, to the satisfaction of 

needs, and beyond all the oppressions and ‘alienations,’ the ‘right’ to rediscover what one 

is an all that one can be” (History 145).  Organized change efforts, in this view, play into 

the productive nature of biopower that Foucault says has come to dominate society. If 
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power is now exercised over life, not death, then asking for more or better life conditions 

feeds back into the power system.  

 Foucault’s discussion of rights and personal potential will be crucial as this 

analysis proceeds into the latter stages of UT women’s sport. For Hiss’s era, however, the 

task remains to assess whether students, AAU loyalists or young P.E. professionals were 

demanding change within the confines of a biopower universe or if we need a different 

set of conceptual tools to understand their rhetorical strategies. It does not seem that these 

voices for change were trying to oust Hiss or dismantle the WDNAAF. This would have 

been a case of misdirected activism, Foucault warns, of replacing one biopower with 

another. Cole, Giardina and Andrews sum up his position on this matter by stating that 

“Foucault maintains that if we base our political interventions on outmoded 

characterizations of power as visible and solely repressive, then our actions will – in the 

end, and despite our attempts to do otherwise – reinforce modern power’s operations and 

effects” (211).A more helpful point of departure from Foucault is his insight that 

sometimes the tools of discursive control – naming, measuring, evaluation – can become 

means of resistance in ways that produce material, lasting change. His example is the 

invention of the word “homosexuality” by late 19th Century medical establishment which, 

while intended to pathologize and control sexual deviancy also trigged a movement of 

self recognition and alliance-building that eventually was able to demand rights and 

humane treatment for sexual minorities (see History 100-101). I want to suggest that 

women in sport used the rhetoric of competition, or fair play more specifically, to achieve 

similar gains.  
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 A major appeal of competitive sport is its promise of fairness, of established rules 

and parameters that minimize advantages and award excellent performances in the 

moment of contest. That moment may only last for the length of a basketball game or 

tennis match, but the refreshing fairness of a well-conducted sport competition can 

contrast greatly with the complexity and inequality of our broader lives.  Texas women’s 

advocacy for more and more uninhibited competitive opportunities can be understood 

from this perspective. In pushing for rule changes in the women’s game, Pennington 

writes that female students wanted their sport to be “more like the men’s game, which 

many of them wanted to play. Why after all, should women be limited in where they 

could run on the court, how many dribbles were allowed, how closely an opponent could 

be guarded and such things?” (272-3). The contradictory mix of elitism and fairness 

evinced in WDNAAF documents was unsustainable. Not only did some WDNAAF rules 

directly exclude large segments of American society, but the denial of competitive 

opportunities was a fatal blow to the WDNAAF plan.  As Senda Berenson experienced at 

Smith, once women got a taste of competition and victory, they often wanted more and 

were less likely to be appeased with participation-based programs. The social values that 

Hiss and her WDNAAF peers used to expand P.E. for women were exploited by those 

seeking expanded competitive opportunity. If women needed to be strong amidst the 

“confusing” time of the Interwar years, couldn’t more sport experience make them more 

able to cope with these challenges? 

 Historical context is crucial to understanding how students and next-generation 

P.E. instructors identified with the values of expanded competitive opportunity. 
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Foucault’s work on biopower comes out of his genealogical phase of scholarship, which, 

as Rail and Harvey state, refutes historical constancies and continuities, aiming instead at 

broad overviews that make connections rather than seek specific historical 

contextualization for shifts in power (165; see also Andrews). Attention to historical 

context brings focus to the lived experience of individuals, who may be under influence 

of biopower mechanisms but also encounter institutional messages, cultural discourses 

and constantly try to make sense of a day-to-day existence in light of these powerful 

messages. Often this produces paradox, as in the case of a young female college student, 

entering UT just after woman suffrage has been won, as women served overseas in WWI 

combat support, who is then told it is too risky to allow her to run full court or pass while 

moving in a game of basketball. As Triece reminds us, “Paradox can be at once 

hegemonic or liberatory – delimiting options and at the same time creating opportunity 

for social critique” (Picket Line 139). It seems evident that Anna Hiss constructed a P.E. 

department that relied on biopower to control and contain the “rowdy” potential of 

women’s sport. It remains vital, however, that critics follow Cloud’s warning to connect 

powerful discourses “to powerful, material economic interests that are real outside of the 

discursive constructs legitimating those interests” (26). Hiss represents an upper middle 

class white bourgeois world view where women’s bodies should be docile and well-

mannered. Discipline and biopower offered a powerful means for her to structure the 

Texas P.E. program around these interests. Given the historical expansion of women’s 

competitive sport, however, we must continue to look to context and material interest that 

motivated alternate discourses, based on lived experience.  
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Conclusion 

Understanding the rhetoric of Anna Hiss and her professional PE colleagues can 

be difficult for the modern reader, whether athlete, fan, or sport neophyte. Hiss boldly 

demanded resources from a male-dominated institution but denied her female charges the 

chance to hone their skills. She maintained conservative views of exercise and 

menstruation but recognized the motivating force of competitive events. To the extent 

that keeping score would encourage more women to sign up for her programs, Hiss was 

on board. Playing fair for Hiss involved spatial control, examination and careful 

supervision of women.  

Hiss and her PE colleagues encouraged sport for its public welfare benefit and 

justified competition in the service of that goal. This approach was consistent with efforts 

of other “feminine feminists” during this era (Man Cannot Speak). The women, usually 

white and upper-middle class, transformed the norm of female domesticity to justify 

themselves as public actors amid issues of health, hygiene and welfare. The questions of 

sport participation and competition were linked, then, to much wider struggles of women 

asserting themselves in public in new ways. Hiss’s tactics fit well under the theories of 

disciplinary power, given her intense scrutiny on bodily practice, but the struggles she 

faced in silencing the clamor for competitive opportunity suggests there is more to this 

story than biopower control. The students and staff who spoke out for increased 

competition suggests that the structure of sport may create values that can be used for 
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resistance. These same tensions played out in wider social settings as women contested 

demure public modes of femininity.  

In reading the communications of Anna Hiss, we must remember that she was as 

much a revolutionary as a traditionalist, not only an agent of social control but also a 

pioneer. It would take a major shift in society’s views of women, women’s views of 

themselves, and recognition of the link between fair play and social change to bring about 

the next chapter in Texas women’s sport. 

 

                                                 
1 There are significant data points within the life history of Anna Hiss to suggest a queer reading. While 
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CHAPTER 4 

FAIR PLAY AS TRANSFORMATION:  

BETTY THOMPSON AND SOCIAL CHANGE IN COLLEGE SPORT, 1957-75 

 

 Sport never has been and could not be immune to social currents and change.  

Both its extraordinary cultural influence and its very focus on ‘fair play’  

made it a natural arena for concerns about social justice…[N]o one could  

continue to believe the myth that sports was untouched by politics. 

- Festle, Playing Nice and Losing, 106 

 

Introduction  

 By all accounts, Anna Hiss was a celebrated figure at The University of 

Texas.  Nonetheless, change and competition were coming to the ranks of college 

women’s athletics. Mary Newkirk illustrates these shifts. Newkirk arrived in Austin in 

1966 after playing four years of high school basketball in Iowa, one of the few states to 

maintain a vibrant, popular, full-court version of women’s basketball throughout the 20th 

Century (Pennington 274-6). Faced with the limited basketball opportunities left from 

Hiss’s tenure, Newkirk swiftly collected 25 signatures to petition Betty Thompson, Hiss’s 

successor and Director of Intramurals, and Professor Sheila O’Gara, chair of the P.E. 

department, for a women’s basketball team in the UTSA club sport system. With a 
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budget of 100 dollars and coached by doctoral student June Walker, two dozen women 

tried out for the first intercollegiate competitive basketball team for women at UT in 

nearly fifty years. The team car pooled to games, paid nearly all their own expenses, 

adapted to ongoing rule changes and played in skirts for most of its existence. The Texas 

women routinely lost to much smaller schools who had maintained their basketball 

programs ouside the purview of P.E. disapproval. A decade after Newkirk’s insurrection, 

the women’s team finally began playing games in the “men’s” gym on campus that could 

accommodate spectators. Indeed, after Hiss’s lifetime of work to contain and control 

competitive women’s sport, a common demand of UT women’s basketball teams was to 

move out of the cramped Hiss gym and into spaces more suitable for intense competition 

and spectator sport.1  

 Betty Thompson, Hiss’ successor, oversaw this intense period of transition. Like 

her predecessor, Thompson embodied the shifting view of competition as she changed 

her own views and laid the groundwork for a women’s varsity intercollegiate athletic 

program. In the first section of this chapter I will examine the way larger cultural changes 

wrought by World War II, Civil Rights activism, and the women’s liberation movement 

set the stage for Thompson’s rhetorical approach to structuring Texas women’s athletics. 

Thompson’s rhetoric of fair play points to how wider social changes influence language 

surrounding sport and how sport debates are always functioning as proxy negotiations for 

wider tensions. I first review how sport was quickly taken up into the politics of World 

War II and its ensuing Cold War. Next I contextualize Thompson in light of Civil Rights 

activists’ rejection of separate-but-equal policies. Finally I consider the ways that themes 



 131

of women’s liberation activists altered the rhetorical resources with which Thompson 

advocated for women’s sport. Due to the influences of these other change movements, 

what began as Thompson’s appeals to idealistic equality soon became demands for 

material resources. 

 The second section of the chapter focuses on Thompsons’ rhetoric as Title IX 

arrived on UT campus, specifically in debates over how to structure a new women’s 

athletic program. The logistics of complying with Title IX brought the separate-but-equal 

influence into sharp relief. In a short span of time, Thompson changed her priorities from 

symbolic equality to fair material resources. Thompson’s rhetoric maintained 

commitments to what Raymond Williams called “residual discourse” of physical 

education, but the linkages between sport and social activism resulted in “emergent” 

forms of discourse that pressed for change. Williams’ framework of dominant, residual, 

and emergent discourse helps explain the ways WWII, Civil Rights activism, and second 

wave feminism altered Thompson’s available rhetorical resources. Betty Thompson 

provides a key transition step in the emergence of women’s varsity sport at UT; the 

evolution of her rhetoric demonstrates how broad social changes alter the rhetorical 

resources for agents of change, providing themes can cross over to new cultural realms. 

 

Sport and Social Change at University of Texas, 1957-73 

World War II, Sport and Social Change 

When Betty Thompson assumed the position of Director of Recreation Sports in 

1957 she inherited the program and values of Anna Hiss but faced a women’s sport 
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culture at Texas that was already changing. The UT Physical Training department added 

2,000 majors between 1945 and 1950 as the nation’s entrance into World War II leant a 

sense of urgency to physical fitness.2 Attendees of the 1940 convention of the Texas 

Recreation Federation of College Women (TRFCW) discussed the effect national defense 

measures were having on physical education,3 and three years later the UT Department of 

Health Physical Education and Recreation requested federal funding to improve high 

school physical education programs in the name of “war readiness.”4  These appeals 

relied on rhetoric that was consistent with Hiss’s focus on public health, high 

participation, and basic skills rather than exclusive programs that produced expert 

athletes.  

Women were affected by World War II in material and symbolic ways. Five 

million women joined the labor market from 1941-45, many earning high wages in 

skilled war industry jobs (Jay 15). These employment opportunities, from factory work to 

military service, were dramatically reduced when fighting subsided and proved a 

motivating factor for second-wave feminism. Many American women resisted the return 

to domesticity and began organizing for greater rights in politics, employment, marriage 

roles, and gender norms more broadly. A full review of the impact of the war is not 

possible here, but the war cannot be ignored as context for the shifting rhetoric around 

women and sport. 5  Festle documents this shift on a national level, noting that “This 

ideological shift [to expand the definition of proper competition for women] occurred in a 

complex relationship…Actors as well as acted upon, physical educators in a dialectical 

interchange adjusted their traditional ideology to a changing world” (79).  
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The war had an equally dramatic impact on women in sport. Some women had the 

chance to play sports vacated by the enlistment of men into armed service, most 

prominently in the All-American Girls Professional Baseball League from 1943-54. Eight 

teams in the Midwest drew average crowds of two to three thousand spectators with 

special events bringing up to ten thousand fans into the ballpark (Jay 14-15).6 The 

elevation of the Olympic Games after the conclusion of World War II from sport 

spectacle to vital foreign relations strategy brought significant benefits to women in sport. 

As the United States and the Soviet Union settled into the Cold War, medal counts at 

Olympic Games became quadrennial measurements of supremacy in a global rivalry. 

Festle argues that “In the absence of a shooting war, athletic virility and dominance 

became symbolic of success in the Cold War” (84; see also Grundy and Shackleford 

167). It soon became clear to American sport leaders and politicians that America needed 

their female athletes to perform better if the United States was to win this symbolic 

contest. The medal race brought attention to the race and class-based distribution of 

female athletes in the nation: Upper-class white women played individual sports like 

archery and badminton while working class and African American women played more 

vigorous team sports like basketball and track (Festle 89; see also Jay 56-7). Pressure was 

applied from Presidents Eisenhower and Kennedy to expand P.E. programs and increase 

instruction in Olympic sports, and some sports media pinned the Olympic struggles 

directly on conservative P.E. professionals (Festle 93). Due to the Olympic pressure, 

women’s P.E. professionals eventually bridged their historic disdain for the AAU system 

and embracing more competitive modes of college sport.  
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Rhetorically, World War II produced two major rhetorical themes that sit in 

tension with one another. One set of powerful voices and messages united the population 

around themes of shared sacrifice and nationalist fervor. For example, war readiness 

measures calling for shifting P.E. justified new physical conditioning for women under a 

homogenizing, nationalist appeal. The persistence today of a “greatest generation” view 

of those who served in WWII or survived on the domestic front speaks to the strength of 

these unifying, nationalist messages. However, despite all this cohesion and pride, a 

second set of impacts from World War II dramatically expanded individual rights and 

opportunities. The experiences of women and racial minorities during the war provided a 

crucial way these groups discovered and demonstrated their abilities to contribute to 

society in ways previously denied. These changes were crucial for the shifting dynamics 

of fair play rhetoric. After the war a new sense of possibility and entitlement was shared 

by many Americans and disillusionment upon rediscovering discrimination and 

inequality was a major motivation for the social movements of the 1950s, ‘60s and ‘70s. 

The contradictions and indignities that fueled the Civil Rights and feminist movements 

hinge on the same limits of liberalism that power the social challenge aspects of fair play. 

Promises of freedom, opportunity and progress were put forth and organized, passionate 

citizens demanded follow-through.  

 

Race, Sport and Social Change 

 While the University of Texas remained a segregated institution throughout 

World War II, activism around racial inequality played a major role in setting the 
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rhetorical context for women’s sport expansion in the post-war years.. After inheriting an 

entirely sex-segregated system from Anna Hiss where male and female students were 

kept apart, Thompson came into her own as an administrator as separate-but-equal 

policies were being struck down. Initially, Thompson fought for a fair play policy for UT 

sport that provided separate, equitable resources for male and female students. The 1950 

court-ordered desegregation of the University of Texas, and the 1954 Supreme Court 

decision in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas made the question of 

separate-but-equal among the most pressing of this era.  

Racial discrimination and segregation were addressed during and after World War 

II in ways not seen since the Reconstruction. From the fight to include Black soldiers and 

pilots in combat units, to hiring of women of color in factory jobs back in the United 

States, brave service and skilled labor helped break down some of the stereotypes that 

justified Jim Crow laws and other forms of legal segregation in the United States at this 

time. Sport played a small part in these larger struggles; black baseball players finally 

broke into the major leagues with Jackie Robinson’s Rookie of the Year performance 

with the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947. Jay notes how sport performances of African 

American athletes was equally important before the war, especially Jesse Owens’ medals 

in track at the 1936 Berlin Olympics and Joe Louis’s great heavyweight boxing matches 

of the late 1930s, but argues that Robinson’s success as part of a team sport embodied the 

values of integration in a special way (Jay 27-8). Jay suggests that “When a black man 

took the field with white teammates, rather than facing off against a white man in the ring 

or even running next to him in a race, the idea of integration suddenly seemed possible” 
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(31). While Robinson and other trail-blazing black athletes endured a massive amount of 

verbal harassment from fans and opponents, the impact of the integration of team sports 

remains a key piece of the Civil Rights story. 

Women’s sport was also affected by the rise of female African American athletes, 

although the early stars hailed from individual sports. Wilma Rudolph stole the spotlight 

at the 1960 Rome Olympics becoming the first American woman to win three gold 

medals in one Games, and added to her legend by having overcome childhood Scarlet 

Fever that threatened her ability to even walk.  Rudolph, despite facing the intersecting 

oppressions of race and gender, saw the potential impact of her athletic success: she 

demanded that her victory parade back home in Clarksville, Tennessee be integrated (Jay 

59). During the same time span Althea Gibson became the first African American of 

either sex to play in the U.S. Open. Gibson’s entry into the all-white professional tennis 

tournament was promoted by a white player who recognized her clear ability; her 

victories in the 1956 French Open and 1957 Wimbledon and U.S. Open cemented her 

acceptance. Gibson defended her titles in 1958 then retired at the top of her game, 

perhaps due to lingering objections by players and media of all races: white reporters 

interpreted her skill through the lens of racist assumptions about physicality while 

members of the black press were uneasy about her gender-bending aggressive style of 

play (see Jay 77). Gibson and Rudolph’s experiences make clear the way sport skill can 

enhance challenges to discriminatory systems, but also attests to how race and gender are 

always connected when it comes to questions of social change.  
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The University of Texas was confronting its own segregation during this time. In 

1950 Heman Sweatt won admission to UT Law School through a Supreme Court 

decision, and six years later the UT Board of Regents voted to desegregate undergraduate 

admissions. Goldstone documents the intense caution with which UT’s leaders moved 

forward on the question of desegregation; as a flagship institution the university felt 

compelled to lead on the issue but also felt hamstrung by opposition from segregationist 

alumni and donors. Racist practices remained in place on campus despite these rulings; 

the 1954 Cowboy Minstrels proceeded as plans with white students performing in 

blackface (Wester). Texas’s dual identity as one part South and one part West played into 

this decision, and Goldstone demonstrates that “The board members wanted no lives lost, 

no bloodshed, and no embarrassment to the school. They knew when to stop fighting the 

inevitable, even if Texas’s governors and other white citizens did not” (Goldstone 11). 

Student opinion seemed to back this reaction; a Daily Texan opinion column 

optimistically reported in 1954 that the “Southern Color Line” was fading as white 

students seemed to accept their black classmates “after the novelty wears off” (4). In such 

an ambivalent atmosphere, just 110 black students enrolled in 1956. As a key mechanism 

to maintain the balance between legal compliance but deference to regional racism, the 

UT regents made it clear that their desegregation efforts applied only to educational 

matters at the university. Issue of social life, support networks, housing and activities 

were not changed by the 1956 vote. Indeed, it would be another nine years before 

university housing was fully desegregated, and seven years for varsity athletics. 



 138

The regents of the UT system voted in 1956 that no black student would be part of 

intercollegiate varsity sport. Intramural sports were open to all students, and reports of 

“sportsmanlike” behavior suggest that what small amount of racial intermingling 

occurred went smoothly (Goldstone 46). In 1953 policy was adjusted so that African 

American students could use sport facilities, such as the track oval, and in that same year 

the first black football player took to the field inside Texas stadium – playing for 

Washington State University. Texas hosted the 1958 NCAA national track and field 

championships, forcing the administration to make a short-term exception in its 

segregated housing policies, but the Texas track athletes who competed at that event were 

all white. Thanks in part to student activism – a 1961 poll of over 8,000 students showed 

nearly two-to-one support for integration of UT sports – the regents voted in 1962 to 

allow integrated teams to compete in the prestigious Texas Relays track meet. An all-

black team from Texas Southern University won five relay race titles in the meet, was 

named outstanding team, and received “thunderous approval” from the crowd (Goldstone 

112).  

In the fall Texas desegregated its varsity teams, beginning the difficult process of 

overcoming a century of slavery, Jim Crow law, legal segregation, and socially 

sanctioned racism. Common arguments against integrating Texas football had been 

voiced by a 1961 Student’s Association committee: how to feed and house African 

American students on road trips, that no other Southwest Conference school was 

integrating, whether groundbreaking African American students would feel undue strain, 

dating problems within an integrated team, refusal of white recruits to attend UT, and 



 139

concern for academic performance of black players (“Committee Studies” 1). The 

committee suggested that a non-contact sport be the first to integrate. By the fall of 1963 

momentum had been gained on the issue of athletics and the Campus Interracial 

Committee submitted a petition to the Board of Regents in November. The students once 

again polled their peers to support the petition, finding again that over 80% of polled 

students supported integrating athletics (“645 Answer Poll” 1). On November 9, the same 

day that an all-white Texas team beat Baylor as part of an undefeated national 

championship season, the Regents voted unanimously to open athletics to all students 

(Burns).7  

These hard-fought changes in UT men’s sport policies occurred during an intense 

period of racial activism. Most notably, the 1954 Brown v. Board decision made it 

increasingly difficult to propose systems that claimed separate and equivalent benefits. 

Many members of the American public had become skeptical of the equality produced in 

these configurations, and sport was no exception. When the UT Regents finally 

desegregated its teams, the student paper wrote optimistically that “An 80-yard 

touchdown run by a fleet Negro halfback will do wonders in dissolving racial antipathy” 

(qtd. in Goldstone 127). While integration was not achieved quite so simply, the Daily 

Texan sentiment demonstrated the fervent belief many sports fans and observers shared 

about the ways athletic skill, teamwork and success can be part of progressive social 

change. For some segregationists, the implications of Brown v. Board’s application to 

athletics were clear right away: Georgia state senator Leon Butts worried that “When 

Negroes and Whites meet on the athletic fields on a basis of complete equality, it is only 
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natural that this sense of equality carries into the daily living of these people” (qtd. in 

Goldstone 115). Racial strife is still present in men’s sport today, but the potential for 

competitive sport to chip away at entrenched discrimination was keenly felt during the 

1960s.  

The alliance between athletic success and racial desegregation set an important 

foundation for women’s sport activism. Jay notes that “African American athletes had 

made it clear that sports could be a powerful platform for expressions of dissent as well 

as an indicator of social change. The same proved true for female athletes whose every 

rebound, shot, and serve reminded people of the rapidly shifting ideals about gender roles 

in American society” (148). Festle emphasizes that while inclusion into sport did not 

bring about immediate full equality, the politicization of sport through desegregation 

efforts forever changed how Americans viewed their favorite pastimes. She writes that 

“sport never has been and could not be immune to social currents and change. Both its 

extraordinary cultural influence and its very focus on ‘fair play’ made it a natural arena 

for concerns about social justice…[N]o one could continue to believe the myth that sports 

was untouched by politics” (106). Race-based activism around sport helped established 

athletics as a legitimate site of politics. Women in sport, from inside the nascent women’s 

liberation movement and from without, soon took notice.  

 

Feminism, Sport and Social Change 

Civil Rights activism played a prominent role in shaping and motivating the 

second wave of American feminism.8 Festle addresses this broadly, stating that “all 
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Americans became more sensitive during the era [of the mid-1960s] to issues like 

discrimination, prejudice, and equality,” and also notes that women working within the 

Civil Rights movements began applying some of its insights into questions of gender 

inequality (105). Grundy and Shackleford, noting that “equality had become the 

watchword of the times” document the overlaps between race-based activism, feminism, 

and sport in oral histories with women’s basketball luminaries: future coaches C. Vivian 

Stringer recalled being cut from high school cheerleading squad as a key moment that 

exposed the workings of racism outside the Deep South, and Tara van der Veer explained 

her protests over unequal athletic budgets as “I was coming of age during the Civil Rights 

movement, and I was passionate about issues of fairness and equality” (qtd in Grundy 

and Shackleford 136, 143, 156). At the University of Texas, P.E. department chair Sheila 

O’Gara canceled ice skating classes in 1962 upon learning that the facility was 

segregated (Goldstone 54-55). More far-reaching decisions were soon to unfold at UT. 

Values around competitive women’s sport had begun to change even before the 

war. A national women’s golf tournament begun n 1941 by one rebellious P.E. instructor 

became in 1956 the first championships event sponsored by the new Division of Girls and 

Women in Sport (DGWS) (Festle 80-81). Closer alliances with the AAU and United 

States Olympic Committee (USOC) also led to a 1969 decision to unify basketball rules 

to one system of full-court five-on-five play, ending nearly 75 years of special rules for 

the women’s game (see Pennington 275).9 In a particularly powerful move, the American 

Medical Association (AMA) issued a statement in 1964 that women were not too frail to 

participate in competitive sport. The statement concluded that “Whether from culturally 
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imposed restrictions, untenable physiological taboos or from disproportionate allotment 

of time, facilities, and leadership, many [women] are not receiving the desired 

experiences from suitable and regular physical education” (qtd. in Festle 94, n. 94). The 

AMA statement retained notes of the disciplinary control and supervision that defined 

Hiss’s era, but its official sanction also added important momentum to the expansion of 

women’s competitive sport during this time.  

Demands for competitive opportunity increased on the campus of the University 

of Texas as well. As early as the 1939, the convention of the Athletic Federation of 

College Women (AFCW) expressed its continued opposition to commercial influences in 

sport but also conveyed support for more co-educational sports, team sports, skills 

testing, participation during menstruation and using competitive events to encourage 

interest in sport.10  These concessions, however, proved insufficient: In 1949 Hiss 

consented to an annual “Honors Day” for women’s sport at Texas.11 A 1950 article in the 

UT student paper the Daily Texan with the headline “Texas Gals Compete in Sports All 

Year” judged the most popular intramural sports to be posture, touch football, and ping 

pong (Dye). The return of the UIL high school girls’ tournament received coverage in the 

student paper as, presumably, Texas college students tracked the progress of their high 

school alma maters (“Girls’ Tourney”; Mills). The interest shown for this competitive 

team sport contrasted with the UTSA club offerings for collegiate physical activity. The 

“turtle” club of synchronized swimming earned front page coverage for their annual 

demonstration set to music in 1954 (“Turtles”). This motley mix of team and individual 
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contests, non- and light contact sport suggests the dynamic range of interests held by UT 

students during these years.  

The female students who were pushing for expanded sport opportunities 

perceived themselves in different terms than Thompson, Hiss, and other physical 

educators of the older generation. This was due, in part, by women’s employment 

experiences during the war and their demonstrated capacity for more physical labor. The 

rhetoric of empowerment, sacrifice, and encouragement from the war years altered the 

discursive landscape for women’s involvement in sport. A 1951 poll in the Daily Texan 

that reported slim support for extending P.E. requirements from two years to three 

demonstrates this new identity (Dugger). The article stated that female students wanted 

more choices and fewer requirements, but that they valued Hiss and her P.E. program 

overall for its “grace and charm” and for Hiss’ willingness to fight male resistance to 

women’s involvement in sport. Student preference for choice and freedom represents a 

new sense of self for female students at Texas. Hiss was interviewed for the piece and 

recognized the role of competition to make sport fun and inviting for female students. A 

decade later, female editors of the student paper defended five of their peers who had 

been suspended for skipping too many days of required P.E. (“University of First Class 

Physique”). The authors recited the now-familiar rationale that sound female minds 

needed sound bodies but argued for more choice within the P.E. choices. Female students 

were portrayed in these pieces as more independent than their professors.   

 The process of change was still under debate and many aspects of Hiss’s 

structure were still in place. Women’s intramural sports still rewarded organizations that 
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accrued the most points over a year, the ten clubs the UT Sports Association (UTSA) 

held “demonstrations” each year (Dye 12). The UTSA ran high school Play Days but also 

entered competitors into intercollegiate racket club tournaments. P.E. leaders continued 

to debate the issue of competition. A panel at the 1955 convention of the Texas 

Recreation Federation of College Women discussed “Controlled Women’s Intercollegiate 

Sports”12 and by the late 1960s Texas was offering expanded physical recreation options 

for female students under the rationale that the “complex and competitive life” of 

university co-eds demanded training.13  It is likely that these changes were initiated by 

students or young faculty who were open to competitive opportunities. The AAU system 

was still going strong during this time, producing female athletes with expectations of 

competitive opportunity; it is hard to believe that these women would be content with 

only intramural contests at college. One clear example of this dissatisfaction was Jane 

Kneip, who in 1954 still maintained her dreams of Olympic swim racing despite UT’s 

lack of women’s  competitive swim team (Downing). Kneip had resumed her quest on 

her own, training with the UT men’s team and traveling to Dallas for AAU regional 

meets. The gap between Kneip’s swimming expertise and the Texas women’s programs 

is stark; at the Dallas meet she won the 100 meter backstroke and medley relay and took 

third in the 250 and 500 meter freestyle races. At UT she was a record-holder, but in the 

paltry distance of 25 meters for both strokes. Based on this evidence, it seems likely that 

female students continued to demand sport opportunities and competitive outlets. 

Themes of liberal second wave feminism emerge in the discourse about women’s 

sport at Texas during this time. Inspired by women’s disappointment at being relegated to 
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domestic duties after their war-time employment, liberal feminism emphasized 

employment opportunities for women, equal pay measures, and nondiscrimination 

policies in hiring and promotion among other initiatives. Framing employment as a 

“right” for women indicates the upper-class bias of much liberal feminism since most 

working class women never left the workforce after World War II. Themes of aspiration 

and achievement are less politically charged, however, than rhetoric that emerged from 

different strains of feminism that emphasized systematic, entrenched bias against women. 

For instance, a 1954 profile of Doris Wiedenfeld in the Texas student paper portrays her 

self-sufficiency as an invigorating choice by a “career girl” (Rodgers 5). The article 

reveals that Wiedenfeld used to receive tuition support from her family but now supports 

herself through two jobs. Liberal framing is also evident in the article’s comment that “In 

both roles [of student and worker] she somehow manages to appear always cool and 

efficient” (Rodgers 5).  

By the 1960s and early 1970s the debates over women’s sport and physical 

education occurred amid full-fledged social activism on the UT campus. The university 

was under federal investigation for racial bias in its admissions (“HEW Investigates”), a 

student gay liberation group finally earned official recognition on campus in the spring of 

1974 after threatening a lawsuit (“Gay Liberation”), and the Women’s Affairs Committee 

of student government had just celebrated its first anniversary (Booty). The women’s 

group had won a space in the student center on campus and an April 19 editorial titled 

“Oh, We have Suffered” chronicled a history of gender discrimination at Texas (Kilday). 

Efforts on behalf of female athletes, and the generational shift that they represented, were 
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paralleled by new rhetorical resources for women advocating for increased sport 

competition. Cultural debate and activism around racial desegregation provided the most 

significant source of these emerging arguments. 

Critical analysis of Thompson’s fair play rhetoric must account for the rhetorical 

resources provided by the landmark desegregation decisions of the 1950s and 50s. 

Heman Sweatt’s lawsuit that integrated UT and Brown v. Board exposed the inequalities 

that result from separate-but-equal policies, especially when one group enjoys far higher 

social and political capital. As debates over Title IX began at Texas in 1973, Thompson 

no longer supported a separate-but-equal arrangements for women’s sport at UT. She 

shifted her stance and argued vociferously for a unified athletic department, partially to 

comply with the new federal law and partly out of the realization that split departments 

would deny female Texas athletes from the resources and opportunities they needed to 

achieve sport success. 

 

Women’s Sport Activism at UT, 1972-75: Residual, Dominant and Emergent 

Discourses 

1972-1973: IAW Prepares for Battle 

 The debate over women’s sport at the University of Texas heated up in 1973 on a 

campus full of activism and a recently desegregated men’s athletic program. Female 

athletes and administrators had experienced or witnessed the struggles of desegregating 

professional men’s sport, college sport, and the slightly ambivalent embrace of female 

athletes for Olympic medal pursuits. By the spring and summer of 1973 the issue of 
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gender equity in sport was fully onto Betty Thompson’s radar screen. Meeting minutes 

from Thompson’s committee on Intercollegiate Athletics for Women (IAW) from that 

year demonstrate her role in Title IX preparations at Texas.  

 It is clear from the IAW’s 1972-73 meeting notes that women’s sport at Texas 

was operating at an incredibly smaller scale than their male counterparts. The October 25, 

1972 meeting featured discussion of asking for gasoline credit cards for intramural travel 

so that coaches did not have to pay out of pocket for fuel.14 In the November 10 meeting 

the committee discussed obtaining parking passes for coaches and teams in an upcoming 

volleyball tournament and on February 13 members compiled an updated list of team 

sponsors and coaches.15 One day later committee member June Burke circulated a memo 

to her peers clarifying that student athletes needing to miss class for an event must 

receive permission from the Dean of their school or college.16 These activities by the 

highest ranking women’s sport body on campus suggest that female athletes at Texas had 

barely moved beyond the participation-based program of Hiss’ era of twenty years 

earlier. 

However, amid the minutiae of running a small, largely intramural program, 

committee activity in the year of Title IX’s passage did hint at larger changes on the 

horizon. Another memo from Burke from November of 1972 asked all women’s 

intercollegiate coaches for information on their budgets and team logistics for reports that 

Thompson was compiling for the university president and men’s athletic council 

regarding the women’s program.17  That spring the committee was in correspondence 

with Southern Methodist University in Dallas about creating a women’s program, and 
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Thompson was forced to notify one female applicant that spring that her program still did 

not offer any athletic scholarships for women.18  

In the summer of 1973 the key issue of departmental structure had been broached.  

Debates over how to organize a new women’s intercollegiate department put all the 

previous years of shifting opinions and changing cultural discourse onto one clear 

decision. In August of 1973 Thompson’s group heard from the “Subcommittee of the 

Athletic Council for Women’s Participation,” a task force created by the all-male athletic 

committee, and the difficult discussions began.19 At this early meeting the committees 

examined budget data – the women’s program ran on $1,625 for the 1972-73 year and 

planned to have $7, 125 for the upcoming 1973-74 year – and Thompson herself 

estimated that the women’s program needed close to $100,000 to run a proper 

intercollegiate varsity system. The committees also began debating how to structure this 

new endeavor, whether to have a women’s athletic director on par with the men who 

reported to the Athletic Council, or an associate director for women’s athletics who 

served under the men’s director. These practical and provocative questions would 

dominate Thompson’s attention over the next three years.  

 

1973-1974: Thompson Argues for Unification 

In the public communications documenting the debates of 1973-74, Thompson 

shifted her philosophy from an acceptance of separate-but-equitable treatment toward a 

more robust vision of absolute fairness that demanded adequate resources to ensure equal 

competitive sport opportunities. Her evolving stance demonstrates Thompson’s growing 
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support for competitive sport and for fair, gender-equal policies. Even as she emerged as 

the face of women’s varsity sport at Texas, Thompson held onto her roots in PE and 

Hiss’ era. In some ways this is due to the imprimatur of Title IX – Texas had to alter its 

structures or risk legal punishment, thus Thompson and her peers could advocate change 

on this ground and not betray their professional roots. In a deeper sense, however, 

Thompson was able to draw upon new rhetorical forms to make her case for women’s 

varsity sport while retaining traditional appeals of physical education.  

The theories of Raymond Williams help identify the elements of Thompson’s 

rhetoric that retained residual connections to her P.E. roots and which aspects emerged 

due to the dynamic social context surrounding the university. Williams identified 

residual, emergent and dominant discourse in his work on culture, language and social 

change (Marxism and Literature 121). The dominant discourse, Williams says, controls 

resources and other forms of power in the present society. The persistent view of women 

as weaker than men and unfit for contact sport is an example of dominant discourse. This 

form of discourse is partially made up of residual forms of language that help legitimize 

the dominant. Indeed, Williams states that a dominant discourse must have at least some 

residual elements in order to assert itself in intelligible terms.  

Other residual discourses will exist in a culture as relevant, active, productive 

discourses that “cannot be expressed or verified in terms of the dominant” (Marxism and 

Literature 122). Residual discourses can therefore be oppositional to the dominant in 

some cases. Williams points to aspects of religious discourse, such as service to others or 

community bonds, that remain intact and useful despite other aspects having been 
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incorporated into dominant usages such as official morality or hierarchy (Marxism and 

Literature 122). In Thompson’s case, the value placed by P.E. professionals on academic 

welfare of female athletes would become a form of residual discourse to resist adopting 

the male model of college sports that tended to over-emphasize competitive success.  

Finally, cultures can change as a result of emergent discourses in addition to 

oppositional residual ones. Emergent discourse emerges from a defined social class, 

albeit unevenly and slowly, but Williams took pains to clarify his use of “class” as 

broader than socioeconomic position (Marxism and Literature 125).20  The establishment 

of a generation of female college athletes qualifies as one such “class” in Williams’ view. 

However, it can be difficult to distinguish emergent discourse from merely “novel” forms 

produced by dominant discourses that do not truly represent truly new meanings, values, 

practices, or relationships (Marxism and Literature 123). Praise for the female Olympian 

who also conformed to mainstream norms of femininity is one example of this faux-

emergent language – it celebrates an athletic achievement but only based on its 

compliance with powerful gender codes. Williams’ remained hopeful about the ongoing 

potential for true emergent discourse, assuring us that “just as often the incorporated 

forms are merely facsimiles of the genuinely emergent cultural practice…the fact of 

emergent cultural practice is still undeniable” (Marxism and Literature 126).  Williams’ 

framework helps us unpack the rhetorical strategies of Betty Thompson during the crucial 

early years of Title IX at University of Texas.  
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Emergent Discourse at UT: Council on the Status of Women and Minorities 

Three different entities were involved in the debate over athletic structure at 

Texas (see Figure 4.1). The group making the most radical demands for changes within 

intercollegiate athletics was the Council on the Status of Women and Minorities 

(CSWM).  Thompson served on the main council, which created a subcommittee in the 

fall of 1973 to report on “Equality of Opportunities for Athletic Participation for Men and 

Women at the University of Texas at Austin.”21  Thompson did not serve on this 

subcommittee.  The CSWM subcommittee report was submitted to then President 

Stephen Spurr on November 14, 1973 and was forwarded to the all-male Athletic 

Council.  It was reprinted as part of Spurr’s summary report on women’s athletic policy 

by the president’s office in December of 1973.   

 The CSWM report called for dramatic changes in athletic policy at Texas. The 

subcommittee called for the following changes to be implemented before September of 

1974: equal employment of women in the athletic department, four women appointed to 

the Athletic Council, equal support men’s and women’s sport, equal awarding of 

scholarships, and the provision of travel expenses, medical services, uniforms, coaches, 

administrative support and facility access “without regard to sex.”22 The CSWM was 

focused intensely on gender discrimination, as per its name, and prioritized sex above any 

other marker of identity. They backed their strong demands with data on the 

overwhelming disparity within athletics for men and women, and in these sections 

actually expanded their analysis of the UT system to argue that overemphasis on men’s 

varsity athletics also hurts male students who sought alternate forms of athletic 
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participation. In Williams’ terms the CWSM report was all emergent discourse to the 

point of radicalism with an intense focus on achieving full gender equality.  This focus 

was significant when contrasted with Thompson’s more direct contribution to this debate. 

 

Residual-Dominant Discourse at UT: Subcommittee of Athletic Council 

More moderate recommendations came from a special committee of the Athletic 

Council that had been assigned to “Review Participation of Women in Intercollegiate 

Athletics.” The Athletic Council, at this time, had no female members and set policy for 

all of Texas varsity sports. Thompson was appointed to this special task force on July 13, 

1973. In a two page statement (the CWSM report ran 17 pages and included five 

appendices), the special task force recommended simply that “Intercollegiate Athletics at 

the University of Texas at Austin be officially expanded to include a viable program for 

women to be initiated by September, 1974.”23  

Thompson’s involvement in this more moderate, pragmatic committee 

demonstrates her commitment to expanding women’s sport beyond the intramural and 

physical education department structure that currently housed it, and to reducing costs 

and logistical complexity by not forming an entirely separate women’s department.  In 

contrast to the hard-charging Lopiano, Thompson was relatively moderate in her 

demands of the university. Festle recognizes a similar trend among professional P.E. 

women at other institutions. Speaking of leaders of a national P.E. organization she notes 

that “They used careful language…stressing the continuity of the new statement with 

traditional philosophy…stepp[ing] hesitantly toward the future with one hand firmly 
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clutching the past” (Festle 82-3).24 For Thompson, she broke with P.E. tradition by 

urging a joint athletic department for male and female athletes, but continued to support 

the educational goals of physical education and the holistic welfare of the student athlete.  

The committee, based on this preference, suggested that an Associate Athletic 

Director be hired immediately, someone “highly regarded in her field, a person well 

versed in the area of public relations and fund raising,” who would work under the men’s 

athletic director.  The committee also supported increasing the current student sports fee 

by two to three dollars to fund a women’s program, placing two women on the Athletic 

Council, and making scholarships available to women.  This proposal blended dominant 

and residual discourse; it maintains male control of the athletic department by proposing 

a female assistant and struck a tone of sensible moderate change that Texas 

administrators had pursued in their desegregation work.  The task force did propose new 

changes but ones that were less radical than the CWSM plan and more consistent with 

these established values.  

 

Dominant Discourse at UT: Men’s Athletic Council 

The special committee’s plan was not approved, however, by the full Athletic 

Council. The all-male body sent its report to President Spurr with its disapproval of 

Thompson’s subcommittee plan noted, and the President’s summary report noted simply 

that the Athletics Council was “Supportive of concept of intercollegiate athletic 

competition for women.” The incredibly powerful council also recommended a survey of 

comparable colleges and universities to explore their approaches to running a women’s 
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sports program – a suggestion that would also be likely to slow the implementation of 

such a structure at Texas. The A.C. represents dominant discourse, and it enjoyed a 

significant material power advantage over all other participants in the debate. Head 

football coach Darryl Royal was also athletic director at this time and his committee 

ostensibly had more power than the university President over athletic matters. 

 

Residual-Emergent Discourse at UT: Thompson Takes a Stand 

Thompson’s special subcommittee had sought a middle ground between the 

radical changes of the CWSM and the conservative intransigence of the Athletic Council 

(see Fig 4.1). While the budget calculations of the CWSM called for $450,000 of 

spending on women’s sport (still only a quarter of sports revenue generated at Texas in 

1972-73), Thompson’s special subcommittee estimated that $55,000 could support the 

program.  Nearly $40,000 of this budget could be provided by an increased student fee. In 

closing the report, Thompson and her peers stated that “Obviously it would not be 

possible, nor desirable in our opinion, to expect a full program to develop immediately.”  

These moderate demands were bolstered, however, by the committee including the actual 

Title IX language as an addendum to their report.  

After receiving the three proposals in December of 1973, the university 

President’s office summarized areas of disagreement and announced his support for a 

unified department. Spurr was overridden, however, by a February 1974 proposal from 

the Athletic Council to establish two separate athletic departments. Thompson had one 

chance to respond to the A.C. plan before decisive action would occur. She submitted a 
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set of “Alternate Recommendations” to President Spurr that March with her strongest 

wording yet about her preferences for establishing intercollegiate women’s sport at 

Texas. In this document, speaking more for herself and her department, Thompson left 

behind much of the residual discourse of her earlier committee work and embraced the 

emerging demands for equal treatment of women’s sport. Specifically, Thompson moved 

away from the sex-segregation of earlier P.E. dogma and advanced a vision of sport that 

benefitted all students, male and female, in equivalent ways. The document represented 

the culmination of Thompson’s personal and rhetorical transformation from Hiss’ protégé 

to the revolutionary administrator who laid the foundation for full-fledged varsity 

competition for women at Texas.   

Thompson acknowledged this transformation in her cover letter, stating that rather 

than being seen as a “sore loser,” she wished to reiterate that she had “been cast into the 

role of ‘mentor in residence’ for the women’s intercollegiate athletics and I intend to 

exhaust every avenue open to me in an attempt to establish a sound basis for programs 

which will be of the greatest potential to all student athletes.”25 In this declaration, 

Thompson articulated the shift in viewpoint that has occurred under her watch: Not only 

is the pinnacle of women’s sport now intercollegiate competition, but this new goal 

unifies women with other athletes seeking similar opportunities for success.  Despite her 

training as a physical educator and Anna Hiss acolyte, Thompson shifted her tactics 

during the Title IX debate to fight for every athlete at UT, male and female.  She 

reiterated this stance in the first page of her alternate recommendations, stating that her 

plan not only satisfied the demands of women on campus and the legal standards of Title 
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IX but “will also provide a sound basis for the continued support of the programs which 

already exist for men.”26 

Throughout her alternate recommendations, Thompson held this goal in mind but 

also proposed temporary policy changes that mark her as a pragmatic administrator aware 

of the transition period occurring around her.  For instance, the most important step to 

achieving a sustainable, fair athletic structure was, in Thompson’s view, to have one 

unified athletic department. However, Thompson proposed a short-term solution of 

administering the varsity women’s teams under the auspices of the women’s intramural 

program while still stating unequivocally that “it is my belief that the ultimate goal 

should be a single Department of Intercollegiate Athletics responsible for an athletic 

program for men and women.”27  Similarly, Thompson did not object to the Athletic 

Council’s plan to establish a separate women’s council “so long as it is understood that 

this, too, is an interim arrangement.”28 And finally, Thompson supported the plan of 

hiring an athletic director for women but expressed that she “looks forward to the day 

when one person – man or woman – will hold the single director position with assistance 

from one or more associate directors.”29 

Much of Thompson’s willingness to accept these temporary measures was rooted 

in her pragmatic concern for finances. This too is somewhat of a departure from Hiss.  

Hiss clearly had an eye for budgets during her long tenure but when arguing for the need 

for women’s sport she drew upon the moral, character-building benefits for physical 

activity. Thompson argued for these resources for female students by pointing out 

financial savings accrued by a unified department or directorship. Gone was the language 
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of female solidarity and women’s control over women’s programs. Thompson was open 

to one male athletic director as long as her female student athletes received the support 

services they need and deserve.   

Central to this fiscal approach was Thompson’s call for levying one unified fee 

upon Texas undergraduates to support the entire athletic program, rather than a separate 

women’s fee. Thompson argued that “There is no question in my mind that this is the 

critical recommendation. The women’s program must have this kind of support in order 

to succeed.” 30 Thompson cites Title IX as backing for her argument, indicating that the 

Athletic Council plan will not satisfy the new legal requirements. This passage indicates 

the root of Title IX’s power – it allowed an identity group, female athletes, to make 

significant resource demands that alter a hierarchical system far more deeply than 

recognition demands could. The resource emphasis of Title IX was also the driving force 

for Thompson’s shift to protecting both genders in sport, for her proposals that help both 

male and female athletes. And she drew upon this united view in articulating why the 

Athletic Council plan was unacceptable: “The issue resolves itself to the point that non-

revenue producing sports for males will benefit from income generated by the income-

producing sport – football…[and] we will be in violation of the guidelines”(emphasis in 

original).31   

Thompson used this rhetoric of united genders to support a single student fee for 

funding all college sports. Coming from Hiss’ skepticism of commercialism and gate 

receipts, Thompson’s appeal is noteworthy in its logic. She stated that “A separate 

blanket or athletic tax for women will not generate funds in any meaningful amount for a 
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simple and obvious reason – there is little to sell…There is no denying the fact, however, 

that no sport, male or female, could generate the sale of but a miniscule number of 

athletic fees in comparison to the 27,100 blanket taxes now sold with attendant attraction 

of admission to the football games.”32  This inability of women’s sport to draw the 

spectator base of football was less of a moral issue for Thompson than a budgetary one, 

and one that many men’s sport suffer from as well. Whereas Hiss was concerned with the 

voyeurism and exploitation of gate receipts for women’s sports (and recall that the 

earliest women’s basketball games in the United States were staged for all-female 

audiences for this reason), Thompson took a financial perspective and recognizes that 

resources needed for intercollegiate sport cannot be generated from ticket sales. Her 

inclusion of other men’s sports into the position of depending on football sales to drive 

athletic budgets was a major step towards the unified vision of sport that Lopiano would 

pursue in the coming years.   

To address this revenue disparity caused by football, Thompson proposed a 

budget that divided the one blanket fee based on the proportion of the number of varsity 

athletes at Texas. Estimating that the same number of football passes will be sold as in 

the past, and guess that there are four times as many male athletes as female, Thompson 

calculates that the women’s program would earn between $84,552 and $94,850 from her 

plan, depending if the athletic fee were raised to support more sports. These amounts are 

more than the budget allocation the Athletic Council had proposed, but not nearly as high 

as the CSWM plan.33 Thompson supported her numbers in what is now characteristic 

fashion – an appeal to athletic solidarity and to the status quo. She stated, with emphasis: 
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The substitute proposal which I am submitting will accomplish two basic 

purposes: 1) it will give initial adequate and proportionate support to women 

athletes and 2) it will provide a reasonable base of support for the non-varsity club 

support program for both men and women.  Of equal importance is the fact that 

this proposal will in no way contradict efforts to prevent the co-mingling of funds 

for the three program areas…Finally, I believe this approach will strengthen all 

programs rather than to detract from any one of them.34   

In this key provision of her plan, Thompson prioritized the money and resources 

necessary for competitive varsity teams, rejected a gender-based fundraising scheme in 

favor of hitching the women’s wagon to the profits from men’s football, and restated her 

commitment to all non-revenue sports for men and women. All of these moves mark her 

move away from her Hiss roots and into a new realm of fairness where men and women 

have the right to play, and to have the chance to win. 

Thompson’s recommendations in March of 1974 did retain some points of loyalty 

to her PE roots, demonstrating Williams’ conceptualization of blending residual and 

emergent forms of discourse. When the Athletic Council asserted that former allocations 

of men’s athletic money had been used to support women’s sports, Thompson argued 

back that some of this money had been used for the club sport program, which served 

both men and women, and deserved to still be funded.35 Thompson was much more 

heated in telling President Spurr that “It is unbelievable to me that a recommendation to 

house a new department in office space which is presently occupied by faculty and 

support staff in the Department of Health, Physical Education and Recreation be 



 160

submitted when no prior consultation has taken place with the affected department.” This 

comment hints at the long-running tension between athletics and the HPER department 

that ran along gender lines. A related point of tension is highlighted in Thompson’s final 

alternate recommendation when she defends applying tenure criteria to coaches to hold 

dual appointments in her HPER department. The Athletic Council plan proposed to 

exempt coaches from the “Up or Out rule” of tenure while Thompson favors holding 

coaches, such as head football coach Darryl Royal, to the same standards of other 

professors. These objections demonstrate that Thompson still valued her ties to a 

predominantly female physical education department and discipline and was not totally 

open to the merging and compromise that came with intercollegiate sport for women.   

By this point in the Title IX debate, the issue of what has made its way into the 

student newspaper on campus. On March 11, 1974, the front page of the Daily Texan 

announced “Women Athletics May Expand” into its own department with a budget of 

$50,000 and its own director (Holland). Significantly, the article credited student 

petitions for pushing the Athletic Council into making this offer, reinforcing the 

generational gap that drove the interest for increased competitive opportunity for women. 

However, headlines the next day announced that the university’s president was 

postponing his decision until he gathered input from women connected to the issue. Both 

of these articles appeared after Thompson had submitted her alternate report.  Thompson 

was quoted in the second piece that she was “deeply disappointed” with the two-

department plan and favored the current co-educational athletic department (Holland, 

“Women’s Athletics Postponed”). A week later, the Daily Texan reported that “Women 
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Coaches Oppose Plan for Split Department” and described a meeting held at Thompson’s 

home of the women’s coaches and a joint statement they issued opposing the proposal 

(Robbins). The coaches’ statement emphasized that they were not seeking completely 

equal expenditures but just enough to be supported at an adequate level. Based on the 

range of proposals submitted to President Spurr, the varsity coaches were in alignment 

with Thompson in defining fair treatment as proportional equity rather than radical 

equality. Thompson’s demands resonate within arguments made by social activism 

happening all around her: Consistent with Civil Rights rhetoric she spoke out forcefully 

against separate-but-equal departments and urged UT to adopt a unified department. 

Drawing from the all-female roots of P.E. and echoing feminist activism within her own 

generation, Thompson envisioned female leadership within any new structure for 

women’s sport. With both movements Thompson shared a concern for material change to 

accompany symbolic recognition; the most radical aspects of her emergent discourse was 

her call for sustainable, equitable support for women’s varsity sport at Texas. 

 

Restructuring UT Women’s Sport: 1973-75 

Thompson and her IAW committee, now renamed the Intercollegiate Athletics 

Council for Women (IACW), picked up their work in the summer of 1974 amid a 

markedly changed political landscape. One decision epitomized this shift: In June of 

1974 Thompson’s committee discussed candidates for an interim Associate Director of 

Recreational Sports that would oversee the expanded intercollegiate sport program for 

women.36 In their meeting one week later, the committee voted to change this position’s 
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title to Director of Intercollegiate Athletics for Women.37 While minor in scale, the 

amended title reflected the shifting priorities of the women’s sport program at Texas; 

participation-based recreation was out and competitive varsity sport was in.   

Throughout that summer the IACW debated issues related to establishing this 

type of competitive program. These discussions illustrate the transition Thompson 

oversaw. The women’s program was in many ways still very small: Thompson’s 

committee discussed on September 25, 1974 how to get cars for women’s teams to travel 

in to away matches; the committee continued to work with alumni fundraising efforts 

throughout this year while also debating with the administration about long-term funding; 

and women’s sport coaches were “promoted” to being 15% coach and 85% professor 

from the previous 10/90 situation.38  In July of 1974 the committee recognized that “some 

awards” will be necessary in this new competitive sport structure but that it doesn’t have 

to be like the men; by December of that year they had established rule on how female 

athletes will earn varsity letters; and in April of 1975 they were discussing with alumni 

groups whether to have single-sport awards banquets instead of one all-female event.39  

  Scholarships remained the most contentious point. It is perhaps not surprising, 

given the heated opposition women of Hiss’ training held toward the professionalization 

inherent in paying students to play their sports. This issue proved most likely to reassert 

gender norms into the athletic discussion during Thompson’s tenure. For instance, in a 

June 26, 1974 meeting Professor Lorene Rhodes submitted a memo to the committee 

portraying scholarships as counter to the educational mission of college and as a “charade 

of amateurism.”40 Rhodes urged her peers to not give financial aid to student athletes 
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even though the men’s program had done so for so long. That these female administrators 

continued to consider withholding financial aid to women on the basis of athletics, 

despite the hard work of the previous school year and the legal mandates of Title IX, 

speaks to the deep connection between gender and competitive sport structures.   

 By their July 11 meeting the IACW committee members were willing to admit 

that “some sort” of scholarships were necessary to support an intercollegiate sport 

program.41  This decision may have been aided by the visit of Lennie Gerber, a lawyer 

who advised them on the legal framework created by Title IX. At this point the debate 

shifts to the basis on which scholarships should be awarded. This debate offers another 

gauge of shifting views on the proper nature of women’s competitive sport involvement. 

Coaches of women’s sports at Texas submitted a memo to Thompson’s committee on 

October 14 of 1974 stating that athletic skill should be the first criteria for awarding aid.42  

IACW committee members, largely drawn from the physical education department, had a 

different opinion, and by January of 1975 had agreed that skill should not be the only 

criteria.43  Skill should be combined, they felt, with a student’s potential for earning her 

degree and demonstrated progress towards that end.  In a tie-breaker, financial need 

would be used. At issue in this debate was the defining characteristic of sport – was it 

another venue through which to experience college, or was it an intense process of skill 

development and challenge? 

Despite warming to the idea of scholarships, Thompson and her peers remained 

wary of this development.  Their skepticism is consistent with Hiss and her generation’s 

fear of charging for women’s games and the exploitation that would stem from financial 
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entanglements.  For the fall of 1974 Thompson’s committee reported that five partial 

scholarships had been distributed to female athletes to cover tuition and fees only, but 

that three more “at large” aid packages were available.44 Why not distribute all of the 

limited resources they had won from the university? In the spring of 1975, in advance of 

the upcoming fall season, women’s sports were awarded 10 full scholarships, which 

Thompson’s committee again divided into 20 partials and directed each team to use only 

four of their five grants. Utilizing the fifth award would require “written justification.”45 

This reluctance to utilize such small and hard-fought gains in resources for women’s 

varsity sport speaks to the lingering commitment women like Thompson felt to an older 

model of women’s athletics, one much more in line with Anna Hiss and the PE 

profession. Even with money and resources before them, Thompson and her peers were 

leery of mixing sport and finances, women and competition. Limits and composure were 

still necessary, in their eyes, to preserve some essential quality of femininity in the 

sporting realm. As we will see in the final case study, the last vestiges of this view were 

to be abandoned with the woman hired to replace Betty Thompson as head of Texas 

varsity women’s sport. 

 

Conclusion 

In seeking to identify sources of truly emergent discourse, the type that can 

challenge dominant discourse and bring about cultural change, Williams theorized the 

existence of “pre-emergent” entities in culture that are steady producers or sites of these 

challenges. He suggested that emergent discourse is “never only a matter of immediate 
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practice; indeed it depends crucially on finding new forms or adaptations of form” 

(Marxism and Literature 126). This statement suggests that for a cultural site to be 

considered pre-emergent it needs to be at least partly defined by motion, dynamism, or 

change in order to escape the co-opting grasp of dominant discourse. Indeed, Williams 

stated that while it is possible that emergent discourses are incorporated into dominant 

modes, “even here there can be spheres of practice and meaning which, almost by 

definition from its own limited character, or in its profound deformation, the dominant 

culture is unable in any real terms to recognize” (Marxism and Literature 126). The 

potential for social change that so many scholars and observers have attributed to sport 

fits Williams’ description of the pre-emergent. Some of its forms can be co-opted into 

domination, and some of its innovations may be merely novel. But the constant motion of 

athletes in action, pushing to higher levels of excellence, provides a stream of emerging 

narratives that can upset hegemonic structures.   

As women entered into competitive sport at Texas, they increased their 

transformative power. Betty Thompson’s shift in views from Hiss-era conservatism to 

demanding a unified varsity athletic program speaks to this change. Thompson’s role in 

the rhetorical battle for women’s sport at Texas is remarkable: By March of 1974. 

Thompson was calling herself the “mentor in residence” for female athletes at Texas and 

pressing for a unified athletic program that supported elite competition for both sexes. 46 

Other public universities were establishing autonomous departments and directorships to 

preserve female control of female athletes yet Thompson sensed a risk in separating her 

department from the financial support of men’s athletics. In direct contradiction to Hiss’s 



 166

value for sex segregation, Thompson argued vociferously for a unified department for the 

simple reason that it was in the best interest of her female student-athletes. Thompson 

was not abandoning her female students; in contrast, she recognized that women as 

athletes deserved the same level of support as male athletes. She demonstrates what 

Heywood and Dworkin call “pre-cultural” radical feminism, or the feminist viewpoint 

that challenges essential gender differences while maintaining women’s right to assertive 

self-determination (8). Her personal change of opinion on Texas women’s sport 

structures mirrors many of the discussions among women and feminists across the nation 

during this time regarding the challenge of subverting discriminatory gender norms 

without losing a sense of the importance of women’s experiences or reinstituting a new 

set of essentialist assumptions about the female sex. Thompson valued gender as an 

explanatory category for the inequalities in sport, but also pursued a structural policy that 

best served all athletes regardless of sex. Sport was just one realms where women 

negotiated this rhetorical challenge during this time. 

The irony is that Thompson’s personal shift and rhetorical maneuvering would 

run squarely into the sex-segregating enforcement of Title IX. Despite all the cultural 

discussion and rejection of separate-but-equal systems, sport has remained the most 

strictly sex-segregated realm of modern society. For all its benefits and protections, Title 

IX made this separation legal. This is because sport, in contrast to other focal points of 

social change like education, has a central, unavoidable focus on bodies. Coming off a 

national rebuke of separate-but-equal when it came to textbooks and lockers and teachers 

and other basic elements of education, sport equity challenged the terms of the debate by 



 167

centering on sweating, competing, colliding bodies. While Thompson’s case provides 

evidence that the embodied nature of sport marks it as a pre-emergent entity in American 

life, Donna Lopiano’s struggle to establish equality within a legal framework of sex-

segregation posed yet another rhetorical challenge.
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Fig 4.1 Proposals for Structure of UT Women’s Athletic Department, 1973-74 

Author: 

Task force of  
Committee on Status 
of Women and 
Minorities 

 
Special subcommittee 
of Athletic Council 

Athletic Council Thompson’s Alternative 
Recommendations 

Date Issued: November 1973 December 1973 December 1973 March 1974 

Thompson 
Involved? No Yes No Yes 

Main Components 
of Proposal: 

- Fully equal funding 
(including 
scholarships, travel, 
medical services, 
uniforms, 
administrative 
support);  
- Equal employment of 
women in athletic 
department,  
- Four women on 
Athletic Council 
 

- Expand UT athletics 
to support “viable 
program for women”;  
 
- Hire female Associate 
Athletic Director who 
reports to men’s 
Athletic Director 

- Rejected 
subcommittee report; 
 
- Stated support for 
“concept of 
intercollegiate athletic 
competition for 
women”; 
 
- Requested study of 
peer institutions 

- Unified department with 
one budget and one 
Athletic Director; 
 
- Run women’s athletics 
through intramural 
program on interim basis; 
 
- Support athletics with 
one student fee 

Time Scale for 
Implementation Immediate Sept 1974 None Sept 1974 

Overall Budget 
Proposal: $450,000 $55,000 (within athletic 

department) 
$50,000 (for separate 
department)* $84,550 - $94,850 

Length of Report: 17 pages, 5 appendices 2 pages n/a 13 pages 
This proposal was not made in the Council’s December 1973 report. It was proposed in the winter of 1974 and made official by Spurr that spring.    
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CHAPTER 5 

FAIR PLAY AS POLITICAL RIGHT:  

DONNA LOPIANO AND THE TITLE IX PARADOX, 1975-92 

 

Rich and poor, intelligent and ignorant, wise and foolish, virtuous and vicious, man  

and woman; it is ever the same, each soul must depend wholly on itself.  

- Elizabeth Cady Stanton, “Solitude of Self,”1892 

 

When the player freely chooses to enter the competitive sport setting,  

he/she has taken a risk: the risk of knowing oneself at his/her very best or very worst.  

In doing so, the competitor stands alone and ‘naked’ in the sports arena.  

- Donna Lopiano, “Texas Women’s Athletics Philosophy and Objectives,” 1975 

 

Introduction 

Donna Lopiano arrived as the first full-time Director of Intercollegiate Athletics 

for Women at the University of Texas in the fall of 1975 and immediately shifted the 

terms of debate over women’s competitive sport. Her tactics were largely successful, yet 

paradoxical: On one hand she advanced a universal, transcendent identity category of 

‘athlete’ that had no gender. On the other she actively defended the Title IX legislation of 

the 1972 Education Act that provided legal recourse to improve women’s sports. 
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Throughout her official communication and correspondence, Lopiano balanced the 

seemingly opposite claims that female athletes were just the same as their male 

counterparts but that women’s sport programs deserved legal protection from their richer, 

bigger male opposites.   

The contradictions in Lopiano’s rhetoric of fair play were less damaging than 

expected because of the nature of her posited universal athlete identity. While anyone 

could aspire to be an athlete, in Lopiano’s view, successful realization of this goal 

required environmental conditions of standardization and objective evaluation. The 

universality of the athlete in Lopiano’s fair play rhetoric was material, and this allowed 

her to push the political claims of Title IX in order to obtain proper resources for her 

women’s teams. Indeed, Lopiano’s vision of sport and fair play had one goal: the 

successful execution of skilled athletic performance aimed at achieving excellence. 

Lopiano’s approach to sport bore little resemblance to the notion of sport as public health 

that dominated Hiss’s time or to passive participation-based exercise of her PE 

foremothers. In her own sport experience, as well as in her lifetime of sport 

administration, Lopiano represented a new version of fair play rhetoric for women’s 

sport. 

Lopiano came to Texas after serving as Assistant Professor of Physical Eudcation 

and Assistant Athletic Director at Brooklyn College of the City University of New York. 

She was a three-sport star at Southern Connecticut State, earning nine All-America 

honors at four different positions. In addition to college sport honors, Lopiano was a 

world champion fast-pitch softball player for the Connecticut Brakettes. Like the famous 
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Babe Didrikson Zaharias, Lopiano competed at this professional level for a Connecticut-

based team sponsored by a local brake pad manufacturer.1  Despite her young age (27), 

Lopiano caught the attention of the Women’s Athletic Council during their search in 

1974-75. Having been granted a fifty thousand dollar budget, and with Betty Thompson 

reluctantly filling the post of interim director of Intercollegiate Athletics for Women, the 

WAC placed ads in the Journal of Health, Physical Education and Recreation and the 

Chronicle of Higher Education for a permanent successor. The committee received 43 

applications – 32 from women and 11 from men – and quickly narrowed their search to 

Lopiano. Their choice revolutionized Texas women’s sport: By the time Lopiano retired 

in 1992, Texas women’s sports boasted 377 All-American athletes, 14 Olympians, and 18 

national championships in six different sports. Perhaps most significantly, Lopiano built a 

profitable women’s basketball program under the guidance of Jody Conradt. Conradt is 

an inductee to the Women’s Basketball Hall of Fame and Lopiano is a member of the 

National Softball Hall of Fame as well as the National Sports Hall of Fame. Her success 

represents the culmination of fifty years of negotiation over what was deemed fair play, 

appropriate competition, and the proper place of women in society.   

Lopiano arrived at UT just as the specter of Title IX enforcements seemed to 

threaten the dominance of football. In her earliest public communications, before even 

stepping onto campus, Lopiano portrayed her female athletes as part of one universal, 

gender-transcending category of “athlete.” This discourse foregrounded her students’ 

athletic identity and downplayed the disruption that new women’s varsity programs 

would cause. In her official correspondence with fellow UT athletic administrators, 
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Lopiano emphasized the common goal of athletic success, voicing very different opinions 

that her forebearers on matters of scholarships, spectator gate receipts, and the extent to 

which the NCAA should dictate athletic policy.  

 These appeals to common ground, however, occurred in a political setting fixated 

on gender equity. In September of 1975 Lopiano testified before the Senate Committee 

on Labor and Public Welfare in opposition to proposed changes in Title IX from Sen. 

John Tower of Texas. The Tower Amendment exempted any sport from Title IX 

regulation if it produced “gross receipts” in sufficient amounts to support that sport’s 

operating budget. The measure was designed to protect college football programs that 

produced large revenues from having to share that money with any other sports, male or 

female.  In this testimony, Lopiano constructed a delicate rhetorical response to the 

challenge of arguing for athletic transcendence within a politics of financial allocation 

along gender lines. Crucial to maintaining her position was Lopiano’s emphasis on 

standard sport environments, what she called the “comparative essence” of sport. This 

material basis of sport not only bonded female competitors to males but provided the 

rhetorical resource to demand better fields, courts, and coaches.  Lopiano’s fair play 

rhetoric positions sport opportunity as a right for women that requires concrete resources. 

It was not enough to dream of athletic success; fields and uniforms and coaches were 

necessary. For Lopiano, fair play required an equitable allocation of resources so that 

athletes of both genders could access the ideal, transcendent athletic experience.  

 Guiding my analysis of Lopiano’s rhetoric will be feminist scholarship that has 

wrestled with the challenge of achieving justice and equality while recognizing and 
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valuing difference. This is a fundamental tension of feminist politics and its rhetoric. 

Principal guidance will be gained from considering Lopiano as a 20th Century inheritor of 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s “Solitude of Self” speech first delivered in 1892. Like Stanton, 

Lopiano advances a radical humanism in arguing that women and men both access a 

universal, transcendent athletic identity when taking part in sport. And like Stanton, 

Lopiano attempts to use this humanistic vision to argue for more material gains for 

women. Eisenstein’s observations about the radical leanings of liberal feminism help 

explain the instability that is inherent in such tactics.  

  

Athlete as Transcendent Ideal 

 Lopiano immediately brought a new level of intensity to women’s varsity sport at 

Texas. In June of 1975, three months before her contract officially began, Lopiano 

submitted an ambitious memo to the IAW committee.2  One of the goals stated in this 

memo was to construct a statement of philosophy for the new women’s program. In 

September of that year Lopiano distributed her philosophical statement, along with two 

documents from a feminist action group focused on Title IX, to the members of the 

Women’s Athletic Committee (WAC). Later that month she circulated a memo to men’s 

athletic director and head football coach Darrell Royal, WAC members, and Athletic 

Council chair Neils Thompson – all addressed by first name only – sharing her “General 

Comments” and “Impressions” from that summer’s NCAA convention.  From these early 

correspondences we can glean the nature of Lopiano’s vision of sport. Many of the same 
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issues that were important to Hiss remained important to Lopiano, but her stance on most 

of these matters had changed to reflect the rights-based model of sport.  

 The philosophy statement Lopiano crafted before her arrival at Texas is a strong 

illustration of this rights model. The opening declaration of Lopiano’s document contrasts 

starkly with the NAAF platform’s “the spirit of play for its own sake.” She stated, with 

the emphasis, that: 

 The nature of competitive sport dictates the primary educational 

contribution and focus of the intercollegiate athletic program: the pursuit 

of excellence in a self-chosen movement task which demands a ‘mastery 

of self’ on the part of the participant.  The essence of sport is 

‘comparative’ and therefore revealing of individual effort and behavior.3 

Working our way through this passage reveals several key aspects of Lopiano’s rhetoric. 

First, agency over setting educational and administrative policy for sport is given not to 

humans or P.E. professionals, but is dictated by a force beyond the control of sports 

administrators: the nature of competitive sport. The concerns expressed by P.E. women 

from Senda Berenson to Anna Hiss about “rowdy” qualities were aimed directly at 

reigning in these drives of competition. Lopiano is ready to take her cue from them.  

 Second, while this overarching force “dictates” departmental policy, adherence to 

this mandate must make room for individualized action.  The athlete’s “movement tasks” 

are self-chosen and the key process is “mastery of self” (emphasis in original). The 

attention Lopiano pays to individuals begins to reveal her humanistic views of sport as an 

ideal universal pursuit open equally to men and women. The goal of sport participation is 
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not social welfare, as in Hiss’s era, or even benign inclusion favored by Betty Thompson. 

Sport competition is about individual agency and challenge with a goal of mastery of self 

– not enjoyment of physical activity, not camaraderie with peers, not education in new 

lifelong games.  

 Finally, the individual focus of sport, despite its intense focus on self mastery, 

does not occur for Lopiano in a vacuum nor in an inclusive, feel-good realm of 

participation. These self-chosen, self-focused processes are evaluated and judged based 

on the “essence” of comparative, competitive sport.  Comparison of course demands 

other participants to establish standards and excellence. The role of comparison becomes 

vital for negotiating Lopiano’s rhetorical paradox, but it starts definitively with an 

individual competitor. 

 These aspects of Lopiano’s rhetorical strategy demonstrate her commitment to a 

humanistic, liberal worldview. Campbell identified similar themes in Elizabeth Cady 

Stanton’s “Solitude of Self” speech to Congress in 1892 (Man Cannot Speak). Departing 

from earlier natural-rights arguments of woman suffrage, Stanton took a dramatically 

different tack in this speech. She posited a basic humanistic individualism that marked all 

men and women as unique beings responsible entirely for their own survival in the world, 

utterly alone in the final analysis (Man Cannot Speak 136). This portrayal reinforces the 

individualism at the heart of liberalism, but in this address Stanton struck a particularly 

dour tone. In contrast to feminist rhetoric that used liberal values to advance natural-

rights arguments for women’s rights, Stanton spoke of the ultimate isolation and 

loneliness of this individual life. Denying women the vote, marriage protections, 
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employment opportunities, equal pay or any other number of social and legal protections 

left women more vulnerable, handicapping them from coping with such solitude (Man 

Cannot Speak 138). As Campbell concludes, “legislation extending women’s rights 

simply provided an opportunity for individual effort, a perspective consistent with 

American views of individualism and self-reliance” (140). As we will see in the next 

section, Lopiano came to a very similar conclusion about the resources necessary for 

women athletes to successfully enter the lonely competitive world of sport. 

 Achieving fairness in the sport setting was designed to give individuals the best 

shot at success.  This language differs markedly from Hiss’s emphasis on social benefits 

of sport and the public welfare interest in healthy females. Further, Lopiano is gender-

neutral in her language, adopting either universal subjects or refusing to apply gendered 

pronouns to her portrait of the ideal experience of sport.  She writes in a particularly vivid 

passage that:  

When the player freely choses [sic] to enter the competitive sport setting, 

he/she has taken a risk: the risk of knowing oneself and his/her very best 

or very worst. In doing so, the competitor stands alone and ‘naked’ in the 

sports arena. The stress of competition brings out the extreme positive or 

negative human qualities of the player.4 

This exposure is a decidedly positive experience in Lopiano’s view. As she states, “The 

potential for the supreme educational experience of knowing oneself at the moment of 

perfection…co-exists with the potential for realizing the lesser human qualities…”5  
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Even in her Congressional Testimony that summer regarding Title IX, Lopiano 

began with this universal humanistic view of sport. Lopiano’s first point in her testimony 

was to emphasize that Title IX used “performance standards” to assess equal opportunity 

at an institution, not aggregate or per capita expenditures.6 Clarifying the Title IX 

legislation this way took the emphasis on female athletes as intruders and put focus on a 

standard method of sport administration. In Lopiano’s clarification, an institution was 

judged on what it provided to each sport team, initially regardless of gender, and how it 

administered its program. Universities were to be judged by how well they cared for each 

sport team in this pursuit of excellence, not by one bottom line expenditure.  Lopiano 

carefully outlined the resources needed for any sport team, such as equipment, travel 

budget, locker rooms, and training staff, then reiterated that provision of these needs was 

the standard of judgment, not overall expenditures. Throughout this whole section of 

testimony, Lopiano did not assign gender to any of her sport descriptions, choosing 

instead to present a genderless, universal athletic identity. This strategy enhanced 

Lopiano’s goal of securing the same basic resources for women in sport. She consistently 

emphasized the material environment of evaluation that defined sport.  

 

Sport as Material Environment 

Fair Play on the Field 

 The rhetorical value of positioning female athletes under the transcendent, 

humanistic category of athlete is that Lopiano, like Stanton before her, could advocate for 

the resources necessary for women athletes to excel in the competitive crucible of sport. 



 179

She did this immediately in her departmental “Philosophy and Objectives.” In the second 

paragraph, Lopiano built from the self-mastery and comparison articulated in her opening 

to her vision of fair sport settings. She wrote: 

The standardization of environment and task in sport permits easy 

evaluation and comparison of the performances of all competitors.  When 

the players enter the playing ground, they agree to pursue the same well-

specified, meaningless task…according to a set of rules which allow fair 

competition, maximum concentration on task requirements and minimum 

interference by external factors.7 

Environmental control was the key to achieving fairness in sport: players agreed on tasks 

to pursue and rules by which to guide the evaluation of their efforts. This aspect of sport 

was so fundamental that Lopiano discussed it in naturalizing terms: In an ideal setting, 

she stated, evaluation should be “easy.” Lopiano cast nearly a century of debate over 

women’s competitive sport into one simple, natural, obvious task. By portraying sport in 

this way Lopiano opened the door to pursuing two important goals for her nascent 

women’s sport program: as athletic director she could now secure the resources necessary 

to create this standard, fair environment, and she could also minimize distraction from 

any external factor, including perhaps animosity from hostile men’s sport loyalists. Her 

vision of transcendent athlete engaged in evaluative fair play became a rationale for 

dramatic material change in Texas sports. 

 After making the individual nature of sport clear and emphasizing the key role 

comparative evaluation plays in its execution, Lopiano directly linked sport 
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administrators to this crucial standard environment. She stated, “Highly qualified 

educators are provided to design the sport environment for our students to maximize the 

possibility of a positive athletic experience.”8 Lopiano affirmed that Texas would hire 

only experts in their field, with the highest professional standards, who were considered 

“masters” in their respective sport.  The criteria demanded of coaches and administrators 

are reminiscent of Hiss’s era in that these leaders should instill sport skill and 

commendable personal characteristics in the student athletes. Lopiano positioned the 

coach, however, in a role of facilitator to the individual athletic experience whereas Hiss 

viewed her teachers and administrators as leading and protecting, guiding and sheltering 

female students as they safely pursued a limited range of activities.  

 The strategic value of Lopiano promulgating a transcendent athletic identity 

became clear in the “Recommendations for Implementation of Philosophy and 

Objectives” document that she also presented in the fall of 1975.9 Her second 

recommendation (after calling for full time coaches for women’s sport, discussed below) 

was for “Joint Exploration of Alternative Administrative Structures to the Current 

Separation of Athletic Programs on the Basis of Sex of the Participant.” Announcing this 

agenda item, Lopiano wrote that since “The philosophy and objectives of intercollegiate 

athletics in an institution of higher education are identical for men and women” the 

duplication of support services for two separate departments constitute a wasted 

expense.10 Here Lopiano’s definition of sport as a gender-neutral pursuit of self-mastery 

allowed her to argue for shared resources at the administrative level. This is a further 

example of Lopiano’s humanistic view of sport that places male and female athletes on 
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the same plane of exposed, individualistic activity, judged ultimately by a standard of 

evaluation that allows no accommodation for details such as sex. 

 While her tactics are reminiscent of Stanton’s “Solitude of Self” speech, 

Lopiano’s rhetoric also shares what Eisenstein called the “radical tendencies” of 

mainstream feminism. Eisenstein explores a fundamental tension within liberal feminism, 

which presupposes the same liberal individualistic agent that supports democratic and 

capitalist systems, but also attacks the systematic gender discrimination at the root of 

these systems by demanding equitable treatment of women. By exposing the the 

collective experience of women as an oppressed category, this mainstream feminism is 

always tilting towards a more radical critique despite its own investment in many of the 

same philosophical values. This tension is ongoing and productive, in Eisenstein’s view, 

with serious implications for the basis of feminist political action. A crucial question is 

whether feminist politics aims at the individual, in classic liberal theory, or the collective 

group of individuals connected by their shared sex status. As Eisenstein concludes, “To 

the extent that feminism requires a recognition of the individuality of women (however 

implicit and unformulated this understanding is), feminism lays the basis for the move 

beyond liberal individualism. And to the degree feminism requires a recognition of the 

individuality of women (and men), it assures a place for the individual in the social 

collectivity” (192). The oscillation between individual-based rights and the need for 

shared political action characterizes Lopiano’s work on behalf of Texas women’s sport.  

 Indeed, Eisenstein examines Stanton’s “Solitude of Self” speech, and recognizes 

its deep commitment to liberal theories of the individualistic self (150). The key issue for 
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Eisenstein, however, is Stanton’s inability to separate the ideology of liberal 

individualism from the declaration of women’s individuality as part of a larger social 

group defined by its sex and treated unequally on that basis. This difference is essential, 

Eisenstein argues, in order to identify the social nature of women’s oppression and to 

form a political movement to change it (190). Stanton does advance a radical analysis of 

women’s oppression that highlights their existence as a sexual class, but then relies upon 

a liberal, transcendent, individualistic philosophy of rights that undercuts this collective 

vision (Eistenstein 162). We see Lopiano walking the same line in her departmental 

memos and Congressional testimony. She clearly articulated a group of disadvantages 

athletes who were defined by their sex, but also justified the need for special treatment of 

this class by a universal, humanistic, liberal view of sport.  

Lopiano danced between these positions in her Title IX testimony during the 

summer of 1975. After opening statements that used gender-neutral language to introduce 

the issue of equitable sport program administration, Lopiano shifted from this 

universality to the particular case of gender and revenue in sport.  She introduced gender 

to illustrate her point about expenditures by saying “no suggestion is made that if 

protective equipment and uniforms for football cost $500 per player, we should then 

spend $500 providing a uniform for a female field hockey player.”11  She then changed 

tone and asserted that “However, it should be pointed out that serious discrepancies in the 

treatment of men and women athletes and coaches do exist in intercollegiate athletics 

today.  These instances of blatant discrimination would be condoned and perpetuated by 

the Tower bill.”12  She went on to give examples of coaching and support personnel 
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salaries, suggesting that the Tower amendment sought to exempt intercollegiate sport 

from employment discrimination law.   

Throughout her testimony, Lopiano balanced these tasks of clarification and 

complaint; she was seeking, in short, a fair system of intercollegiate sport administration.  

Repeatedly she stated that equal aggregate expenditures were not required by Title IX nor 

were they realistic in an athletic department.  For instance, on the performance standards 

of travel and publicity, she stated that this amount would obviously change from year to 

year and sport to sport based on win-loss records, playoff appearances or tournament 

qualifications. She stated that “What would be important in an examination of these 

expenditures would be whether equal per diem allowances per trip, per athlete, were 

comparable or whether the same kinds of publicity services were available to teams 

despite the fact that participants were of different sexes.”13  

Similarly, Lopiano stressed that equal ratios of scholarships should be offered 

between men and women, not equal total numbers.  This would reflect, for instance, how 

the large number of football players can skew this calculation but not remove this factor 

from equity calculations. Pointing out that 115 football scholarship would be exempted 

from Texas’ 215 male scholarships if the Tower amendment passes, Lopiano asked 

simply “Does this seem fair?” She contrasted the Tower plan to the “objective criteria” of 

Title IX, which could be “simply administered” to correct “overt discrimination on the 

basis of sex.”14  Ratios and proportionality formed the foundation of Lopiano’s call for 

fairness, not absolute identical expenditure.  Due to this focus she was able to skirt any 
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direct gender-based accusations, and ground her demands in a presumed shared interest 

in athletic activities.    

 Key to this slippage between liberal and radical feminist rhetoric is the issue of 

competition. The classic liberal individual is inherently competitive, as discussed in 

Chapter 2, from capitalistic entrepreneurialism to Darwinian survival of the fittest. 

Economic competition under capitalism was used by early feminist writers to advocate 

for expanded women’s rights; John Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor wrote that “so long as 

competition is the general law of human life, it is tyranny to shut out one-half the 

competitors” (qtd in Eisenstein 133). Campbell notes that Stanton’s appeal for equipping 

American women with the tools to negotiate liberal individualism was consistent with 

national ideals of self-sufficiency and individual effort amid competitive conditions (Man 

Cannot Speak 140). Lopiano took a similar approach in her rhetoric for fair play: women 

athletes faced the same individual challenges, battled evaluation and comparison in pure 

realms of competition, but were defined socially as unfit for sport which only left them 

less well-prepared to succeed. 

 

Fair Play Within Sport Administration 

 As much as Lopiano embraced the competitive challenge for her athletes, she 

spoke strongly against its role within administrative realms. In her founding Philosophy 

of the new women’s department she wrote, “The existence of separate Departments of 

Intercollegiate Athletics for Men and Women encouraged comparative evaluation by the 

University and competition for facilities, staff and funding.”15 This structure of dual 
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departments was identified by Lopiano as the obstacle to a harmonious, 

nondiscriminatory, well managed athletic program. The proper place for cutthroat 

competition is the sporting field, not the athletic department.  

 Indeed, Lopiano was quick to form alliances with male administrators, presuming 

a common cause with these powerful Texas figures. She relied on her transcendent vision 

of the athlete, tested in the realm of competition, to persuade athletic administrators on 

both sides to forming a unified department. Lopiano’s fourth recommendation for 

implementing her philosophy was to encourage the “Immediate Involvement of the 

Women’s Intercollegiate Athletic Program in Fundraising Efforts to Support UT 

Athletics.”16  In this recommendation Lopiano took on a major fear of men’s sport 

leaders and broke from her PE lineage. She wrote:  

One of the most prevalent fears of administrators of athletic programs for men has 

been that the next ‘knock on the door’ will be a woman athletic administrator 

 demanding ‘what women deserve’ and making no effort to contribute to 

the financial stability which has taken so long for men to achieve. Such demands 

only detract from the solvency of the total athletic program and create 

unnecessary antagonisms between the men’s and women’s program. Women must 

we willing to carry their own weight in the production of revenues to support 

intercollegiate athletics. The quickest and easiest way to reassure male 

administrators of good intentions and budgetary competence is to jump into the 

fund-raising effort.17 
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This passage demonstrates Lopiano’s rhetorical approach: She is committed to the 

benefits of athletic experiences, approaches women’s sport as another case of athletic 

activity, and thus sees men and women in the same boat for financial resources. Her 

commitment to individual excellence extended into a team sport mentality of 

administration where each athlete and team must contribute 

 A key part of Lopiano’s rhetoric of fair play at the administrative level was to 

achieve autonomy from regulation by the NCAA. Her vision of athletic director was not 

far afield from her vision of the athlete: Standardize the environment then require self-

mastery that is evaluated and exposed as successful or not. Based on write-ups of her 

“General Comments” and “Impressions” from the 1975 NCAA convention, shared with 

men’s and women’s athletic leaders at Texas, Lopiano chafed under NCAA over-

reaching.  Her skepticism of this national governing body is especially interesting given 

the battles waging during this time period over which group, the NCAA or AIAW, would 

govern women’s intercollegiate sport.18 Lopiano referenced this bureaucratic battle early 

in her “Impressions” of the conference, noting that “There is a large lesson to be learned 

by the AIAW or anyone interested in restructuring the NCAA…Legislation on a national 

level should be minimal…This would permit institutional difference in emphasis but 

maintain national unity on educational concern with student well-being.”19 

 Throughout the list of “Impressions,” Lopiano criticized “picky legislation” that 

was unnecessary or impossible to follow, and finally addressed the issue directly by 

stating that “Institutional autonomy – as a governing principle – is a façade of the 

organization.”20  Lopiano objected to NCAA over-reach primarily on expenditure issues 
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such as number of scholarships, recruit trips, team size or other related measures that all 

cost money. This is also notable given traditional P.E. objections to commercialization of 

women’s sport. In fighting for institutional autonomy of these matters she wrote “The 

most important thing is winning. Every school should have an equal opportunity to win.  

There is a belief that equality can be legislated and money equals quality.”21  Lopiano 

struck a tricky balance in these passages, supporting common values related to the 

educational contributions of athletics, but preferring athletic managers be able to run 

departments as they see fit, however rejecting the notion that more spending will produce 

more wins. Fairness in administrative environments, then, achieved only through mild 

national governance, should reward athletic directors who best perform under common 

conditions.   

Throughout her Congressional testimony on Title IX, Lopiano struck a similar 

chord. She objected to the Tower amendment’s broad sweep of exemptions and her desire 

for fair policies to be shaped at each college or university. Drawing on her own personal 

experience as an athletic director, Lopiano testified that “Besides taking issue with the 

insinuation of my lack of administrative ingenuity, I question whether this assumption 

[that Title IX will inhibit athletic directors from maximizing revenues] is valid even 

under the most obviously discriminatory, unequal program. For example, my situation at 

UT.”22  Lopiano then shared the incredible gap in spending between Texas football and 

all of Texas’ seven women’s varsity sports – her entire operating budget at this time was 

smaller than the phone bill for the men’s athletic department – and walks through three 

hypothetical responses she could make in her first day on the job at UT. Lopiano testified 
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that she would not ask men’s athletics for money because it would either come from non-

revenue producing sports or from across-the-board cuts which would “create concomitant 

antagonism between men’s and women’s athletics that I may never be able to 

overcome.”23  She spoke in favor of “a university-wide effort to establish a stable, non-

gate receipt dependent, new, multi-source financial support program” for all Texas sports. 

24 She emphasized that this option is available to her without the interference of 

legislation like the Tower amendment. Lopiano expressed support for the legendary 

football program of Texas, conveyed her desire to maintain amicable relations between 

the men’s and women’s athletic programs, and argued that she could make Texas Title IX 

compliant without the extreme measure of the Tower bill. A common interest in athletics, 

free from gender labels, was key to this vision, as well as a value for institutional 

autonomy to allow fair management. 

 

Pursuing the Paradox 

 Many issues addressed in the documents submitted by Lopiano in the fall of 1975 

were familiar points of debates for women’s sport. In her discussion of scholarships, 

spectators, coaching, team travel, and awards Lopiano continued to distinguish her views 

from earlier sport leaders based on support for the individual athlete’s right to compete at 

her fullest potential. On these familiar points of debate, Lopiano pursued her paradoxical 

strategy of asserting universal athleticism while seeking equitable resources for women. 

In this final section I point to specific areas where Lopiano pursued her paradoxical fair 

play rhetoric during her University of Texas tenure.  



 189

 

Universal Goals: Funding, Scholarship, and Coaching 

 Lopiano extended her view of universal sport identity to argue for politically-

charged changes in Texas sport policies. Despite the sensitive subject matter, Lopiano 

continued to claim a shared concern for student-athlete excellence with her male 

colleagues and critics. For instance, Lopiano disagreed with proposals that treated men’s 

sports differently based on their revenue or non-revenue status. Rather than witch-hunting 

football largesse and calling for cutbacks, she voiced concerns for unity and cohesion 

that. To an NCAA proposal that football and basketball players receive full scholarships 

while other sports funding only cover tuition and educational fees, she questioned 

“discriminating against any one group of students because of the sport they choose,” and 

to the proposal that one additional sport be added to the full-ride category she comments 

that this “will increase the division between major and minor sports.”25 Lopiano backed 

up her aversion to unequal funding by suggesting a variety of other means that Texas 

could pursue to finance athletics. She suggested better utilization of state resources, 

exploration of student fees, appropriate use of alumni donations, and scrutiny of facility 

management programs that could produce additional revenue.26  Today all UT 

undergraduates are charged a flat student fee that funds the overall athletic budget. 

Additional student funds are collected on a voluntary basis from those wishing to 

purchase tickets at discounted rates or with special guarantees.  

 On the funding matter of gate receipts Lopiano also held a sharply divergent 

views from her predecessors. Nowhere in her department philosophy, recommendations 
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or comments after the NCAA convention did she mention a risk of exploitation through 

commercialization of women’s sport. Quite the opposite, Lopiano wrote frankly in the 

departmental philosophy that women’s sport at Texas should be “encouraging spectator 

interest in and understanding of intercollegiate athletics for women within the educational 

setting.”27 She continued, breaking further from Hiss and Thompson’s precedent, stating 

that her department should be “participating in fund-raising efforts supportive of a sound, 

educational, athlete-centered intercollegiate athletic program.”28 Finally, she expressed 

concern over-emphasis on gate receipts would put undue pressure on one sport to support 

the entire athletic budget. 29 Referring to Texas football, she stated that “Intercollegiate 

athletics can no longer fund itself and, to top if off, has ‘cooked its own goose’ by 

spending years trying to become a profit-making corporation and alienating itself from its 

only source of logical salvation – normal university governance and funding.”30  

Lopiano’s problem with gate receipts was not their temptation to exploitation or 

inappropriate mixing of the sexes, but that they were poor policy on which to build an 

athletic program. Ironically, one of Lopiano’s most well-known achievements during her 

years at Texas was building the nation’s first revenue-producing women’s basketball 

team. Throughout her administration, however, she continued to speak forcefully about 

the need for sustainable funding policies that did not lean too heavily on student-athlete 

performances (see Lopiano “Views of Sport”). 

 On the subject of athletic scholarships, Lopiano’s support for skill-based awards 

aligned her with men’s sport coaches more than her P.E. peers. She argued that “if 

athletics is an education program [then] performance scholarships are acceptable in the 
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same way the musician or artist receives the performance scholarship.”31 Lopiano also 

supported scholarships based on skill even if an athlete could pay tuition, asking “are we 

discriminating against the average student who doesn’t predict need but is a financial 

drain on the family”?32  This support of skill as a basis for financial assistance is a sharp 

departure from the WAC members who less than a year earlier had voted to support 

scholarships based first on academic merit and likelihood of degree completion and not 

solely on athletic skill.33 Today athletes of both genders and in a variety of sports earn 

athletic scholarship at Texas, although far more scholarships are awarded to male 

students. In 1987 Lopiano spoke out about this continued discrepancy, but advocated for 

cost-cutting measures be taken elsewhere rather than some student aid (Lopiano “Views 

on Sport”). 

 Finally, Lopiano’s vision of sport as defined by excellent competitive 

performance made her a strong proponent of full time coaching. This differed greatly 

from her more conservative predecessors but was consistent with Lopiano’s particular 

take on fair play.  She recommended within her first year at Texas that coaches to spend 

at most 50% of their time teaching classes.34 Lopiano framed her call for more committed 

coaching within her vision of sport as a pursuit of excellence; the goal of skilled 

performance justified coaching in a way Hiss or Thompson’s health-based goals did not. 

However Lopiano retained many of the value of Hiss, Thompson, and the P.E. tradition 

in her depiction of an ideal full-time coach. Coaches, to her, should have a bachelor’s or 

master’s degree in physical education, playing experience at the highest levels of sport, 

and coaching experience at secondary schools. They should be able to manage budgets, 
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instruct student coaches, conduct public relations and community relation duties, and 

publish research in their area of expertise. Significantly, Lopiano did not gender her ideal 

coach; she explicitly used his/her notation to indicate that an expert coach of either 

gender would be acceptable. This is consistent with her view of sport as transcendent 

over identity categories such as male or female. Lopiano has spoken out in recent years 

about the high percentage of women’s college basketball teams being coached by men, 

but she lays blame among male sport administrators for this trend (Potkey). This stance is 

in line with the fair play paradox: the goal is athletic success, a common value, but male 

administrators who only pursue male coaches violate this universal value and are subject 

to political critique.   

 This paradoxical nature of fair play rhetoric speaks to its rhetorical, political 

significance. It was not just an abstract, philosophical claim for Lopiano to exalt the 

universal athletic experience -- by putting forth this vision she opened a door for women 

to gain material resources and symbolic capital within a sport system controlled by 

powerful male interests. Lopiano pursued her tactics in the face of incredible resistance 

by those who saw football, in particular, as a literally sacred ground and, by extension, 

the athletic program as a realm of male exclusivity. Lopiano was also operating in a time 

where the university, and society more broadly, was facing organized, systematic critique 

by social movements around Civil Rights, women's liberation and even early signs of gay 

and lesbian activism. The rhetoric of these groups was available to Lopiano, as it was to 

Thompson before her, as means to pry open the door of athletic privilege at Texas. 



 193

 In response to this complex scene, the overall goal of Lopiano’s rhetorical 

strategy was to build common ground with her male administrative peers based on a 

shared pursuit of athletic success. On other matters Lopiano affiliated herself more 

directly with her P.E. roots and emphasized women’s politically marginalized status 

within sport.  

  

Political Stakes: Women as Experts, in Community, for Participation    

 Despite her rhetorical strategy of establishing unity with her male colleagues 

around issues of competition and excellence, Lopiano did not lose sight of the traditional 

values of P.E.-based structures of women’s sport. For instance, Lopiano expressed 

support for P.E. professionals in her departmental philosophy and objectives, stating that 

“Highly qualified educators are provided to design the sport environment for our students 

to maximize the possibility of a positive athletic experience.”35 She went on to state that 

“We believe that the conduct of our program by ‘experts’ in an educational environment 

is essential to the growth, health, safety and well-being of our student participants.”36 

Lopiano described P.E. professionals with many of the same descriptors that Hiss had 

inculcated – training, expertise, trusted guidance – but positioned them as one step 

removed from the actual students working and competing in sport. The educator, for 

Lopiano, was more backstage, setting the scene for a successful sport experience but not 

sharing the spotlight. Lopiano, however, was not gendered in her language about these 

instructors; she used his/her when forced to refer to an individual and made no move to 

root proper qualifications in any inherently female characteristics.  
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 Lopiano also retained Hiss’s emphasis on community service. Like Hiss, she 

urged faculty, coaches and athletes to collaborate with the Austin public schools, offer 

sport clinics, evaluate local interscholastic athletics, and career development for UT 

students. These aspects of her varsity sport program were described as “secondary and 

concomitant” in Lopiano’s philosophy and objectives memo, based on her belief that 

“Excellence cannot exist in a vacuum.”37 Other activities that fulfilled this community 

engagement mission, however, reflected Lopiano’s shift in vision; she envisioned skill-

based instruction in these clinics, promotions to increase spectator interest in women’s 

sport, and fund raising campaigns for her program.38 Rather than seeking to “kill” 

tournaments and instill ladylike values of participation, Lopiano saw the UT women’s 

sport program as a force for bringing increased and improved sport opportunity to girls 

and women in Austin. This function was not overtly gendered; that is, Lopiano felt that 

female athletes should serve their community not because they were proper ladies but 

because those with acquired skill should share their knowledge. At Texas today, summer 

sports camps coaches by varsity athletes are popular with local school children and 

provide a significant source of program revenue. As a nod to P.E. roots of proper 

comportment, however, varsity athletes at Texas are trained in “manners and etiquette” as 

part of the personal development aspect of student-athlete support services.39 

 Finally, the traditional P.E. emphasis on participation remained a goal of 

Lopiano’s. For instance, she objected to an NCAA amendment to limit the size of home 

squads by stating “I would think we would want to maintain equal or greater participation 

levels for students and reduce costs elsewhere…Do we realize the full implications of 
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such reductions and implications – do we want athletics for a select few?”40 Lopiano was 

also concerned for the experience of the student-athlete, and frequently her evocations of 

traditional values of PE were directed this way.  In one comment she objected to 

extending the football and basketball seasons by asking simply “is it good for 

students”?41  In another comment she argued against a recruiting rule that consolidated 

campus visits on the grounds that “prospective student athletes will be traveling to many 

schools within a short time periods – wonder if he has time for school work, etc.”42  

Lopiano’s concern for student welfare was not based on a disregard for competitive sport; 

it was also not limited to female athletes. Her observations stemmed from skepticism 

about cost-cutting measures and the general economic management style of the NCAA.  

She urged sports administrators to maintain the “welfare of the student as a primary 

factor in determining viability of all legislation [and] institutional autonomy and 

responsibility for decision-making in the conduct of its educational programs.”43  

Lopiano’s defense of participation rates and student welfare was part of her larger attack 

on overreach from a national governing organization, not a concern over the effects of 

competition. 

 

Presuming Alliances 

 Throughout these delicate maneuvers of universal athleticism and feminist 

politics, Lopiano matched her aggressive goals with a gracious tone that sought 

cooperation from her skeptical colleagues both male and female. Indeed, at times 

Lopiano used her transcendent vision of sport to presume alliances between men’s and 
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women’s sport coaches and administrators. In the memo sent to Women’s Activities 

Coordinating committee (WAC) members in the summer of 1975, weeks before she 

arrived on campus, Lopiano opened with such a presumption, stating “Since all of you 

have shown tremendous support for the initiation of a women’s intercollegiate sport 

program at the University of Texas at Austin, I thought you might like to know a little 

about the philosophy and future directions of our program.”  As opening salvos go, this 

memo is as smooth as silk in announcing a sea change at Texas. Lopiano asserted unity 

amongst her colleagues on the status of the women’s sport program and from that 

platform presents the WEAL newsletter and action plan, a series of documents that are 

far more political than any positions taken by the WAC during its pre-Lopiano 

deliberations.  She also introduces the philosophical underpinnings of the department, 

which were not crafted by the WAC committee, before her first day in office but then 

softens this pre-emptive move by claiming a collective stake in “our” department.   

 Like her predecessors, who dealt with equally powerful interests within the 

university, Lopiano continued a tradition of tact. In commenting on her first NCAA 

convention, she praised the men’s athletics staff at Texas by stating that “I would rather 

work with Darrell and Niels than any other men’s athletic director or faculty 

representative around.” She characterized Thompson, the faculty member, as “a 

perceptive realist” and Darrell Royal, head football coach and men’s athletic director, as 

“a humanist.”  Her compliments to these powerful actors within the Texas sport scene 

cannot be dismissed merely as sycophantic. In each compliment, Lopiano revealed more 

of her vision of self-driven, fair sport. Niels Thompson’s concern with financial stability 
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and grasp of political subtleties was commended for demanding “precision and fairness in 

legislation” and Royal’s ability to “put himself in the position of the ‘other guy’” and 

keep an eye on student welfare supported her goal of expanded opportunity for any 

athlete to experience the challenge of competitive sport. Lopiano’s tone, throughout these 

documents, did as it said; in exhorting her peers to build an athletic program of equal 

opportunity in sport so that men and women may transcend their genders into an athletic 

identity, Lopiano wrote with the faith that fair play would win out and the right thing 

would be done.  

 

Conclusion: A Divided Legacy 

Lopiano concluded her department’s philosophical statement by reminding her 

reader that the primary focus of an athletic program was “the pursuit of excellence which 

requires mastery of the total self”.44 This faith in universal values was matched by a keen 

political awareness, however, as demonstrated in the closing of her Congressional 

testimony when Lopiano suggested that all sport teams would benefit from the 

implementation of Title IX. She stated: 

Rather than presenting a burden to the athletic program, Title IX may very well 

prove to be the salvation of intercollegiate athletics. Title IX may serve to break 

the vicious cycle of increasing costs and movement away from the concept of 

broad, worthwhile educational activities.45 

Lopiano’s faith in Title IX’s reforming power had nothing to due with inherent qualities 

of female athletes. Her rhetoric of fair play was based on faith in a transcendent vision of 
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sport, open to all, administered wisely and without personal motivation to enable the 

highest likelihood that athletes could attain their most excellent outcomes.  

 The rhetoric of transcendence, based on common pursuit of athletic excellence, 

provided Lopiano with a powerful entrée into changing Texas sport structures. However, 

the political reality of Title IX compliance added a significant wrinkle to her rhetoric of 

fair play. If athletics promised a transcendence available to all persons, Title IX was 

devoted to fairness between two distinct gender categories, effectively reasserting 

specific differences into Lopiano’s universal approach. Lopiano’s public communications 

during her first year at Texas show us how she advanced a vision of fair play that 

demanded equitable material resources to achieve transcendent ideal identities. Lopiano 

walked a fine line of portraying the transcendent athlete but then defending a law that 

mandated gender-based equity. 

 The universality of sport remains paradoxical, however, as today almost all sports 

are divided into male and female teams. As we discussed in Chapter 2, Title IX has 

ironically put gender demarcation into law just as it provided legal muscles to demand 

equitable resources for women in sport. Sport activists face a familiar dilemma of other 

liberal feminists who seek protection for women as a socially defined class by appealing 

to ideal universal human rights. There is only so far a politics of idealist equality can take 

a movement when confronted with systematic bias directed toward social groups. In 

response to this, Lopiano maintained her vision of a transcendent athlete while 

demanding the material resources under-funded programs needed to offer that type of 

experience for all students. The track record of her approach is mixed: the Tower 



 199

Amendment failed, but Texas still has men’s and women’s athletic directors with some 

merging of logistics at the administrative level. Texas did become a national powerhouse 

in women’s sport under her watch, but also endured Title IX lawsuits for non-

compliance. Sport remains a frontier of feminism, Heywood and Dworkin argue since it 

cuts across race, class and sexual orientation and since it enjoys a far less hostile 

reception that “the F word” today (51). The authors remind us, however, that sport needs 

feminism also since “some of the same social problems that affect women in the world at 

large affect women in sports” (52). Lopiano’s rhetorical tactic of universal identity with 

material requirements presents a strong option for moving forward with these parallel, 

complementary campaigns.  

  In the next and final chapter of this project, I discuss the implications for fair play 

rhetoric for future social change. Since sport, liberalism, democracy and capitalism share 

a competitive core that values contest and evaluation, the shifting point of consensus over 

"playing fair" will remain a key site of struggle. Sport is the most overt place where we 

see this struggle unfold because of the prominent role of measurement and comparison; 

for this reason it remains a key site of scholarly investigation. By analyzing fair play 

rhetoric in the sport realm we can establish a working definition and criteria to recognize 

it elsewhere.  
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and parcel of Lopiano’s vision of fair play in sport and cannot be restricted.  On the matter of awards, 
however, she expressed an opinion more similar to Hiss and Thompson.  She was supportive of a proposed 
amendment to limit athletic awards to letters, but felt it should be a school-by-school decision and not a 
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34 “General Comments on Special NCAA Convention,” 5-7; BTP, Box 3B53. 
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36 Ibid.  
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CHAPTER 6  

CONCLUSION 

 

We are relentlessly sold the idea that our games are safe space from [bigotry] 

and…political swill. We are also told that sports are a ‘field of dreams,’ a true 

meritocracy where hard work always meets rewards. But when the playing field is 

shown to be unlevel, it stings. This sporting reality can wake people up and reveal 

the hidden inequalities in our society that otherwise go unnoticed. 

- Zirin, Welcome to the Terrordome, 246 

 

 On April 4, 2007, the Rutgers University women’s basketball felt the “sting” of 

unfairness that Zirin describes. The previous evening they had lost, badly, in the national 

championship game after an inspiring run through the college tournament. Rutgers built a 

scrappy underdog persona during the elimination rounds, fighting back from mediocre 

regular-season play to topple one highly ranked team after another. They were especially 

known for their aggressive defensive style, relentless hustle, and willingness to risk 

bodily injury to keep a play alive or stop an opponent's scoring chance. Nevertheless, in 

the title match, they were beat at their own game by a taller, more talented University of 

Tennessee team. On the morning after the game, nationally syndicated radio host Don 

Imus discussed the game and illustrated how standards of fair play for women’s sport are 

wrapped up in larger gender norms. He and his co-host described the Rutgers team as 
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“rough girls” with “tattoos” and characterized them as “nappy headed ho’s.”1 Tennessee, 

the team that physically dominated Rutgers in the final, was described as “cute.”  

 Imus’s offhanded slurs were met with an outpouring of rage from African 

American leaders, women’s groups, WNBA officials and the New Jersey governor. After 

running a gauntlet of apologies Imus’s show was cancelled (although he returned to the 

airwaves in the fall of 2008). The incident is deplorable, but it also demonstrates how fair 

play rhetoric operates today to connect sport performance to wider struggles in America. 

Playing by the rules does not always result in positive outcomes; the values of 

sportsmanship seem to lie in the eye of the most powerful beholder. What do we gain, 

then, from playing fair? How do we, as sport audiences or as a culture, recognize fair 

play and how to we reward it? Imus was a powerful voice but not an expert sport 

commentator. His assessment of fair play fixated on the racial performance of one team 

over another – despite both teams having a mix of African American and white women – 

and shows us how defining fair play still touches on jangling social nerves.  

 

Summary  

 This project has argued that fair play discourse establishes lines of inclusion and 

exclusion in American society. Chapter 1 introduced the general patterns by which fair 

play discourse intersects with American civic life. I suggested that the conceptual 

category of “fair play rhetoric” helps us track the ways sport is wrapped up in norms of 

gender, race, class and sexuality. Furthermore, fair play is a particularly rhetorical 

discourse in that the criteria by which one powerful voice seeks to exclude or marginalize 
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can be turned around to seek inclusion or recognition. Imus's attention to the race of the 

Rutgers team became a moment for powerful intervention by the female athletes to 

articulate alternative values of equality and justice -- of fair play. This rhetorical nature of 

fair play rhetoric is due, I suggest, to its deep connections with American liberal 

democracy and capitalism. For this reason it is paradoxical, unstable even, in the sense 

that movements for social change that invoke liberal values invariably make more radical 

demands on power structures. To recognize women, in this case, as a unique category of 

persons who suffered unfair treatment requires a momentary departure from liberal ideals 

of absolute human equality (see Eisenstien). The dialectical tension created by this 

paradox is at the core of fair play rhetoric.   

 In Chapter 2 I suggested that three fundamental tensions that run through fair play 

rhetoric. These tensions help explain its complex, often contradictory meanings within 

negotiations over women’s place in sport and society. First, fair play rhetoric can be used 

to discipline subjects into proper behaviors under the aegis of health or sportsmanship; 

recent scholarship on the negative effects of exercise compulsion or a new “athletic” 

beauty standard demonstrate how this version of playing fair functions today to control 

women (see Bordo; Cole “Addiction”; Collins). However, the values of hard work and 

commitment can also become tools for freedom-seeking minorities or marginalized 

groups who demand recognition of their hard-earned accomplishments. Second, I 

demonstrated that the rhetoric of fair play is closely entwined with rules and standards. In 

the case of women’s sport these modified rules have been a concrete way to limit or 

shape women’s experience in sport and thus the extent of challenge they could pose to 
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social gender norms. However, rules of sport ironically provide the structure of 

evaluation through which social norms can be transformed. This occurred for basketball 

due to the uneven distribution of “girls’ rules” that created pockets of progressive sport 

play and acceptance of these more autonomous modes of female agency. Finally, fair 

play rhetoric often appeals to a universal category of “athlete,” open to anybody who 

identifies with the struggle of sporting excellence. This appeal is inherently paradoxical 

based on the principles of liberalism that form its foundation. That is, in sport as in 

realms of social life such as voting rights or employment, idealist claims to universality 

are rarely matched with equal material support. This makes the universality of sport a 

rich site of potential for social change – the deeply held belief that all individuals should 

have a chance to play can be matched with demands for resources that pose a more 

lasting threat to power structures. This chapter suggests how fair play rhetoric in sport 

actually works out much wider concerns of women’s place in society.  

A question remains as to whether the dialectical, paradoxical tensions I have 

described can ever be resolved. In other words, what would a society look like in which 

women and men enjoyed full equality in the realm of sport (and, by extension, in all other 

domains)? A materialist perspective suggests that revolutionary social transformation 

displacing the capitalist imperatives that have invested sport in hierarchical class, gender, 

and race relations would be necessary. I contend, however, that while in liberalism these 

contradictions are destined to persist, their unfolding can serve as resources for reform. 

Sport is a vital site for this intervention since sport fans, commentators and participants 
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regularly debate and define fair play standards. Studying sport, and engaging critically 

with its various forms, can thus be constructive for political change. 

 Three chapters focused on the University of Texas at Austin provided case studies 

to demonstrate how establishing and enforcing standards of fair play functions 

dialectically as a mechanism of both social control and social change. In each time period 

under consideration, a new consensus formed around the meaning of fairness in sport. 

Under Anna Hiss, control through fair play rhetoric universalized and naturalized a 

specific definition of woman and her athletic capabilities; specific class and racial 

hierarchies were upheld through this process. Female Texas students under Hiss’s 

authority were denied competitive opportunity and encouraged to participate in a range of 

fitness and sport activities that prioritized public health over personal skill. Hiss exerted 

extreme control over women’s sport space at Texas and developed strict behavior codes 

to discipline her students. Yet her authority was not absolute; students arrived at UT with 

competitive sport experience and new physical education professors encouraged a more 

open stance to competition. Much of this resistance used the same framework of 

discipline and health as a vocabulary for social change. Hiss and her students were 

influenced by the changing dynamics that American women faced during this time, from 

suffrage to greater public roles for women. These broad social issues provide important 

context for debates over fair play in sport and physical education.  

 Chapter 4 demonstrated how broader social changes that exploded during and 

after World War II affects women’s sport. This chapter shows how sport discourse draws 

from the rhetorical resources in wider society as much as sport is used as metaphor for 
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political or economic life. For women in sport, experiences in war employment, military 

service or political activism fed into the awareness that sport – an area defined by its 

rules, objectivity, and fairness – was wildly discriminatory against female athletes. The 

national debate over separate-but-equal treatment of African Americans was especially 

influential as the University of Texas slowly integrated its student body and athletic 

teams. Betty Thompson experience managing a self-segregated women’s sport during 

these changes became untenable. Documentation of the early discussions of structuring 

women’s varsity sport at UT showed Thompson transforming from a gender-based 

priority for symbolic equality to a material demand for equitable resources for athletes of 

both sexes. Thompson called herself an “unlikely mentor” for yet another new generation 

of women in sport who recognized the contradictions between liberal values of equal 

rights for all and vast resource discrepancies in women’s sport. Establishing a new 

paradigm of women’s competitive sport during this era was consistent with Civil Rights 

and women’s liberation efforts throughout American society. 

 Female athletes and progressive physical education professionals seized upon the 

passage of Title IX in the early 1970s to make athletic opportunity a “right” for all 

women. Donna Lopiano shepherded this change to Texas, drawing upon the rhetorical 

resources of both radical and liberal feminism to skillfully blend athletic universality with 

political action. Lopiano endorsed the idealist view of sport as a realm of individual 

challenge but emphasized that to fairly evaluate these athletic tests all sport participants 

deserved adequate material support. This tactic allowed Lopiano to overcome the 

rhetorical contradiction of promoting universal equality but identifying a specific class of 
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individuals who deserved legal protection. This rhetorical instability is one reason Title 

IX remains under attack today, however. Like other legislative interventions, such as 

race-based admissions policies, Title IX seeks to balance ideals of equality with material 

reality. It is hampered by the limits of liberalism for social change but remains a powerful 

tool for securing material resources and opportunities for girls and women in sport. 

  Ongoing battles over Title IX remind us that sport is not an isolated realm of 

personal challenge. Particular sport participants are often viewed as political threats, 

granting women access to this universal, transcendent identity continues to have material, 

political implications. What is unique to sport, as opposed to these other social initiatives 

that also face the limits of liberalism, is that fair play values are so deeply embedded into 

the practice of sport. Those seeking access to sport or improved conditions within sport 

can appeal to values and discourse endemic to the practice of sport itself to make their 

case. The rhetoric of fair play is present in many institutions and practices of American 

liberal democracy, but it is absolutely central to sport. Its meanings and its uses, however, 

are dynamic and powerful and historically contingent. 

 

Implications 

 I have argued throughout this project that sport is not isolated from wider identity 

categories and the very real, material, political struggles that cluster around them. 

However, despite these powerful connections, detractors of sport complain that 

Americans can recite more Super Bowl champions than Supreme Court Justices. These 

scolds point to American sport obsession as the death knell of democracy. In closing this 
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project I would like to suggest that we pursue a radically different course: Rather than 

lamenting our culture’s “obsession” with sport, we should encourage critical attention to 

the ways sport values of fairness are complicit in important historical developments in the 

nation's history. If we are a nation obsessed with sport, let us look more closely at what 

interests and investments have been served and furthered by this love of sport.  

 It is evident, for instance, that playing by the rules of a game does not always 

insure success or a life free from complication. The experience of women in sport, in 

particular, exposes how "fair" standards are often invested in gender hierarchies that 

allow male athletic success while qualifying or restricting women's achievements. Meâns 

and Kassing, for instance, document that professional female athletes still struggle for 

acceptance without having to justify the apparent contradiction between socially 

constructed norms of "woman" and "athlete" (see also Cooky and McDonald; Hanis-

Martin). There is also no guarantee that athletes who face such contradictions will be 

radicalized by this experience; Helstein suggests that sport has become so commodified 

and bracketed apart from “real” politics that female athletes have a “whatever” attitude to 

issues of inequality or discrimination. This individualizing impulse of sport also led 

Grundy to pessimistic predictions about the broader change wrought by girls and 

women’s involvement in sport. Powerful limitations remain in place for women’s 

struggle for equality and struggles over the meaning of women’s involvement in sport 

will continue. 

 There are other arguments, however, that the recognition of skill that sport 

demands may allow marginalized individuals to chip away at systems of oppression. 
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Anderson documented, for instance, that openly gay male high school athletes who were 

particularly talented were less likely to be harassed by their heterosexual teammates and 

did not even perceive as much homophobia to be present within the team ("Openly Gay" 

873). Zirin’s examples of sports activism suggest that athletes “under the radar” of mass-

media and commercial pressures may be more able to effect social change (What’s My 

Name?). In a similar vein, von der Lippe recounts the grass-roots organizing that 

occurred in her native country to achieve female participation in Norway’s most famous 

running competition. Pelak traced similar efforts by female netball players in post-

Aparatheid South Africa to establish a collective female identity in order to overcome the 

legacy of institutionalized racism (74). Pelak suggests that the lessons of team-building 

and cohesion in sport helped expedite this process and recommends collective identity as 

key criteria for sport's influence on social change. My analysis of the rhetoric of fair 

indicates that exposing contradictions between sport skill and lived experience may also 

contribute to sport's impact on social change. 

 It remains to be seen what effect generations of American women who experience 

sport in a post-Title IX landscape will have on mainstream political involvement. Indeed, 

the meanings and implementation of Title IX is a perennial site of contestation that 

translates to broader contestation over women's place in the political world. Doherty's 

study of women in Congress indicates that athletic experience is part of the “social 

eligibility” criteria that female political candidates demonstrate for voter approval (9). 

She suggests, further, that athletic experience may be replacing military service as the 

way candidates of both sexes establish toughness and leadership with voters (16). 



 211

Doherty acknowledges that it is becoming common for former professional male athletes 

to run for political office, but she demonstrates the value of less-visible athletic 

participation as well. She concludes that reducing opportunities for girls and women to be 

involved in competitive sport will only exacerbate the low numbers of women in 

Congress (16).  

 In support of Doherty's data, there is evidence that female athletes may be at the 

leading edge of political activism in sport. The collective bargaining of the U.S. women’s 

soccer team the winter after their historic 1999 World Cup victory led to much-improved 

health care, pay, and maternity leave clauses in national team player contracts (see 

Brewington); similarly WNBA players threatened a walk-out if maternity leave and 

health care policies were not improved before their 2003 season (see Greenberg). College 

female athletes and their advocates have a direct means of expressing their political 

agency: Title IX enforcement. This mandate provides a mainstream means by which 

athletes can organized and demand change. In recent years, even, the NCAA has 

collaborated with the Women’s Sport Foundation and National Center for Lesbian Rights 

to launch anti-homophobia in sport programs.2 Furthermore, many individual male 

athletes, often from positions of great wealth and privilege, have chosen to speak out 

against inequality or injustice. Former New York Yankees pitcher Mike Mussina spoke 

openly in 2002 that he is confident that gay baseball players exist in the Major Leagues 

that they should be treated with respect and dignity (see D’Angelo). The Players 

Association of Major League Baseball recently circulated a player statement opposing to 

the state of Arizona's aggressive immigration legislation (see Schmidt); as a league that is 
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increasingly composed on non-American players, this pressing political issue has direct 

bearing on professional sport rosters. The Phoenix Suns, the National Basketball 

Association team based in Arizona, designed new uniforms for a playoff game that 

occurred just after this same law passed with the team name translated into Spanish (see 

Holmes and Klein). The Suns won the game and have vowed to keep their "Los Sols" 

uniforms throughout their playoff run.  

 Returning to the controversy between Don Imus and the Rutgers basketball team 

provides a glimpse at the potential political savvy of these post-Title IX female athletes. 

In the wake of Imus’s derogatory comments it was the players who made the most 

intelligent responses to the scandal. Senior guard Essence Carson pinpointed the larger 

meaning of sport performances, stating, “It’s about more than the Rutgers women’s 

basketball team. As a society, we’re trying to grow and get to the point where we don’t 

classify African American women as nappy headed ho’s” (Roberts). Her teammate Kia 

Vaughn echoed this point, stating,“Unless, in my case, ‘ho’ stands for achievement or 

something you’re getting done and you know you’re a wonderful person, then I’m not a 

‘ho.’ I’m a woman. And, I’m someone’s child” (Daly). These athletes felt the sting of 

having their athletic performance insulted from racial bias and spoke out. Others who 

responded to the scandal had far less impressive comments; the president of the WNBA, 

for instance, attempted to defend the Rutgers teams but only belied the ways her league 

links sport performance to mainstream femininity and heterosexuality. She stated “For 10 

years the WNBA has celebrated the grace, beauty, power, achievement and strength of 

women’s basketball” (Ackert). The Rutgers players best saw the contradictions between 
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their lived experience as athletes and Imus’s callous cut-down. Their insightful reactions 

and collective action suggests that violation of fair play norms can mobilize political 

activism. Given that it took sixty years for women’s suffrage to make a discernible 

difference in national elections (see Doherty 15), these Rutgers athletes may represent a 

new generation of women fortified for civic agency through their sport involvement. 

   

Conclusion  

 Sport moves us, literally and figuratively. It stirs emotions in a way very few 

modern collective cultural forms can today. Rather than bemoan our distracting obsession 

with sport, we would be better served by paying close, critical attention to the rhetoric of 

fair play that envelopes sport. Sport will remain a key site of social struggle around 

norms of gender, race, and class. It is far from the isolated realm of pleasure and 

entertainment that many observers, fans, or participants would like it to be. Sport 

resonates with the liberal values that define American society and thus will remain a 

powerful rhetorical resource for generations to come. Oriard goes as far as to call fair 

play discourse a cultural fantasy, stating, “In social terms it projected a political 

philosophy that reconciled force and fairness in the necessary competition of human 

existence. The game accepted competition as the norm but made it meaningful and 

conducive to both national progress and individual well-being” (27). In the present study, 

I focused on the rhetorical effects of fair play discourse as a way to understand the deep 

connections between women’s struggle to compete at sport and larger struggles for 

equality, opportunity, and reward.  
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 Oriard clarifies that he is not suggesting that game metaphors were used by 

powerful agents “to subdue the powerless” (27). This project edged closer to that claim 

but demonstrated the dialectical nature of fair play rhetoric. It has indeed been deployed 

by powerful voices such as upper-class white physical education leaders to confront “the 

negro problem” in women's college sport. However values of fair play within sport have 

also provided a framework with which the less powerful can, and have, made demands 

for progressive change. To deny the skilled performance of athletes based on skin color 

or biological sex risks abolishing the category of sport itself. The demand for equality is 

inherent in sport's rhetoric of fair play, and contradictions between that rhetoric and the 

lived experience of athletes striving for inclusion are a source of critique and agency. We 

cannot ignore the challenges of women like Hiss, Thompson, and Lopiano. They enacted 

these contradictions simply by asserting women's place in the sporting world. With 

varying degrees of intensity, their work invoked tensions of discipline or freedom, control 

or transformation, and transcendence or political activism. The transition from Hiss, 

through Thompson, to Lopiano tells us that fair play rhetoric is both a source of gender 

discipline and provides a powerful vocabulary for social change. 

                                                 
1 For a full transcript of Imus and co-host Bernard McGuirk’s comments see Bagley (235). 
2 For more information see http://www.womenssportsfoundation.org/Issues-And-
Research/Homophobia/About-It-Takes-A-Team.aspx 
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