Unwanted
Attention: The
Sexualization of
Women in
Sports
By Laura Coletti
It laid at the bottom of a
locker in Pasadena on a hot
July afternoon in 1999.
Black. Cotton. Dry. It was
there, should it be needed,
should it be called upon to
perform. Not initially
chosen, but not forgotten
should the occasion arise.
It waited. It waited for
almost an hour and then it
was joined by bodies. Hot
bodies,
tired
bodies,
muscular bodies. The
stench of perspiration and
the feeling of frustration
permeated the room. One
tired body picked it up, out
of the darkness. The time
was now. The body
stretched it out, lifting it up
over its head and pulling
the dry cotton over toned
pectorals. Elastic snapped
into place. Sweat wicked
away. It was brought out of
the locker room and into
the light.
And yet, the time was
not now. The black cotton
was serving its purpose but
was not yet ready for its
grand entrance. Hidden
under a layer of white, it
continued to wait, dutifully

Brandi Chastain celebrates her game-winning penalty kick in the 1999 Women’s World
Cup Final against China.

hugging the body and
keeping it comfortable.
Then, it happened.
After another 90 minutes
of waiting, the black cotton
suddenly felt sunlight. The
body had removed the
layer of white. The black
cotton was exposed for
millions to see. There was
cheering.
There
was
excitement.
The
hot,
muscular bodies were soon
intertwined in jubilance.
The black fabric never
wanted to be the star of the
show, and yet somehow, it
was thrust into the
spotlight. And once it was
there, there was no looking
back.

A young girl stood still
on a spring night in 2007.
The warm Californian air
blew through her hair and
skimmed her bare midriff
as she gazed up into the
crowd. She adjusted her
ponytail as thousands of
onlookers watched, her
muscular figure and

tanned, toned legs outlined
by the setting sun. “What
do they think of me?” she
wondered. “Why are all of
these people here to see
me?”
The track felt good
beneath her feet. This was
a
stage
she
was
comfortable
on.
She
gripped the pole that was
in her hands, and began to
sprint. Left foot. Right
foot.
Pit-pat-pit-pat-pitpat. Light and dainty on
her
feet,
she
was
determined. As she neared
her target, she knew that
she would soon be a huge
sensation. Schwinggg. The
pole she was carrying
found its mark. Whoosh.
She was being lifted,
higher
and
higher.
Thwump. She landed,
unscathed, on the other
side of the bar. The young
girl had done it. She knew
she would be a huge
sensation. She had no way
of knowing for what
reason.
Unlike the black cotton
of
1999,
18-year-old

Allison Stokke wanted to
be the star. She dreamed of
being in the spotlight,
longed to be a household
name. She had aspirations.
She wanted pole vaulting
to carry her through
college and beyond, all the
way to an Olympic medal
someday. The height she
had just vaulted on that
spring night in 2007
qualified her for her fourth
appearance
in
the
California State Track &
Field Championship Meet
in Sacramento.

Allison Stokke prepares for a vault in
2007.

Just like the black
cotton of 1999, Stokke
suddenly
became
recognized for all the
wrong reasons. Innocent
hand placement and a
tousle of the hair pre-vault
had been captured by the
power of photography.
Before Stokke knew it, that
one photograph would
change her life.

The owner of the black
cotton sports bra was
unhappy that day. She was
drenched in sweat and the
heat of the summer sun
was not helping the cause.
Her team was not winning.
She lifted the bra out of her
locker. “Maybe this will
help me cool down,” she
thought.
A short time later,
Brandi Chastain, black
cotton sports bra owner
and defender on the United
States women’s soccer
team, became the hero. Her
teammates surrounded her,
elated, having reached the
pinnacle
of
their
endeavors. With one swift
kick, Chastain had just
scored the winning penalty
kick of the 1999 FIFA
Women’s World Cup,
lifting the United States
over China and putting her
team’s name in the history
books. In a moment of
pure
passion
and
happiness, she lifted her
white jersey over her head
to reveal that black cotton.
That piece of fabric didn’t
want the spotlight, but in
the weeks following the
tournament, it became just
as famous as Chastain
herself.
“Some saw ecstatic
release. Some saw power
in the swell of her biceps
and the striation of her
abdominal muscles. Some
saw the black sports bra
and a moment of titillation.

Some saw a marketing
conspiracy with Nike,”
wrote Jere Longman of the
New York Times, regarding
Chastain’s
post-penalty
kick celebration.
More than anything,
though, Chastain’s shining
moment was stolen by
what she chose to wear,
and what she chose to do.
She received praise, she
received criticism, and she
received more attention for
her act following the goal
she scored, than she did for
scoring the goal itself.
The goal, the bra, and
the team, became bigger
than soccer. It became
bigger than FIFA’s vision
of “building a better
future” and their mission
statement: ‘For the game.
For the world.’ The sports
bra, and that moment in
sporting history, became
symbolic of women in
sports and all that is wrong
with their representation in
the media.

A
young
AfricanAmerican woman was
disheartened by what she
knew she had to do. The
senior music major stood
before an audience. She
had experience performing
in front of big crowds, and
what she was about to do
would be as graceful and
as classy of a performance
as she had ever done. She
performed with poise and

composure in a moment
where she could have
easily crumbled. When she
opened her mouth, what
came
out
perfectly
summarized what she and
her nine closest friends
were feeling.
“I would like to express
our team’s great hurt,
anger, and digust,” the
captain of the Rutgers
women’s basketball team
said.
Essence Carson was not
there that day to play the
piano. She was not there to
sing. And what she should
have been doing was
celebrating her team’s
recent
accomplishment:
advancing to the NCAA
Women’s
Basketball
National
Championship
game. The Scarlet Knights
fell to Tennessee, but that
was the least of what was
troubling them the next
day.
“Nappy headed hoes.”

The
three
words
dripped like venom from
radio personality Don
Imus’s lips. They were
ignorant, crude, and they
spurred controversy across
the female sporting world.
Imus was fired. Rutgers
officials were outraged.
Carson continued to
address the crowd at the
press conference.
“We are highly angered
at his remarks but deeply
saddened with the racial
characterization
they
entailed,” she said.
The moment Imus’s
statement was released
over the airwaves, the
athletic accomplishments
of
this
team
were
forgotten. The athletes
were reduced merely to a
group of women playing a
game;
their
success
became racialized, and the
focus of their lives was
now as victims of hate
rather than for their

achievements
on
the
basketball court.
Even more saddening
was that they lost their
individual identities as
even more than basketball
players. Nobody knew that
Carson
was
an
accomplished
musician.
Nobody knew that guard
Epiphany Prince wanted to
someday be a lawyer.
Nobody
knew
that
freshman center Rashidat
Junaid was making her
hometown of Camden,
New Jersey, proud.
Instead, they saw one
ignorant man’s words, and
a group of young AfricanAmerican females who had
been stripped of their
moment.
And just like Chastain
and Stokke, they had been
seen for how they looked,
rather than for what they
had achieved.

From Right to Left: Members of the Rutgers Women’s Basketball team Essence Carson, Heather Zurich, and Matee Ajavon address
the media in a press conference in 2007 following the NCAA Women’s Basketball National Championship and the ensuing comments
made by then-radio personality Don Imus.

During the same year,
on the other side of the
country,
Stokke
was
suddenly finding photos of
herself all over the
internet. There was one in
particular:
it
showed
Stokke with her hand
behind her head, pole
resting on her shoulder,
and her flat stomach
peeking out between her
uniform top and her
spandex shorts.
Thought not sexual by
nature, people on the web
were not deterred from
treating the photograph as
such. It originally appeared
on the social networking
site MySpace, and the
image and others like it
were soon fixtures on
sports blogs aimed toward
sexualizing sports figures.
“Even if none of it is
illegal it just all feels really
demeaning,” Stokke said.
“I worked so hard for pole
vaulting and all this other
stuff, and it’s almost like
that
doesn’t
matter.
Nobody sees that. Nobody
sees the real me.”
Matt Ufford was the
author of WithLeader.com,
one such sexually-inclined
sports blog. He told the
Washington Post that he
posted the photo of Stokke
because she was 18 and
“his readers would love
her.”
Ufford’s readers, and
thousands
of
others
exploring the internet at

the time, didn’t necessarily
know that Stokke had once
again qualified for the
California
State
Championship Meet. They
didn’t necessarily know
that she had broken the
national freshman record
four years earlier, and they
didn’t know that she had
broken
the
national
sophomore record one year
later.
All they needed to
know was that she was of
age, and nice to look at.

A woman opened the
magazine in front of her,
and a toothy smile spread
across her face as she
looked down and saw the
eight-page
spread.
If
pictures really are worth
1000 words, those glossy
photographs had a lot to
say. The dark haired
woman stared at the pages
with pride as her own blue
eyes gazed back up at her.
Years of training, years of
dedication were finally
acknowledged.
Swimmer
Amanda
Beard had a fantastic body

– there was no denying
that. And now it was on
display for all the readers
of PlayBoy Magazine to
see. Long, toned, and
completely nude, the bold
Beard was proud. In her
mind, this was an addition
to an already lengthy list of
accomplishments.
“I felt it was a great
opportunity,” she said. “I
was extremely flattered. It
was a great opportunity
and I jumped on it.”
Unlike Chastain and her
sports bra; unlike Stokke
and her picture-gone-viral;
unlike
the
Rutgers
Women’s Basketball team,
and the fact that all of
these women would rather
be known for what they
did rather than for how
they looked doing it, Beard
welcomed the gawking.
“It
gives
me
credibility,” she said. “I’m
breaking down barriers.”
Just like with Chastain,
there was criticism. And
just like with Chastain,
there was praise. The
biggest difference between
the two, though, is that
Beard knew what she was

Swimmer Amanda Beard peers towards the time board after finishing a race.

Swimmer Amanda Beard poses on a beach for an edition of Sports Illustrated's Swimsuit
Issue

getting herself into. She
voluntarily
exposed
herself, and now was
dealing with the aftermath.
“It used to be that
female
athletes
were
portrayed as wholesome,
All-American girls,” said
Dr. Mary Jo Kane, director
of the Tucker Center for
Research on Girls &
Women in Sport at the
University of Minnesota.
“Now you get female
athletes in GQ, PlayBoy
and the Swimsuit issue.
The result of it is coverage
that is very damaging –
that
trivializes
and
marginalizes
women
athletes because it does not
give them the respect they
deserve as competent
athletes.”
But Beard doesn’t care.
“Since I was 13 years
old, there has been stuff
written about me,” she
said. “And people are
entitled to their own
opinion.”
She doesn’t care that
women like Chastain, who

work so hard to be the best
at what they do, are
reduced to an exposed
piece of underwear.
She doesn’t care that
young girls like Stokke,
whose
competition
photographs took her from
being a nobody to being a
somebody for reasons
other than pole vaulting,
wish that people could see
the ‘real her’, instead of
seeing her as a sex symbol.
And Beard doesn’t care
that the rise of one
basketball
team
that
happened to be comprised
predominantly of AfricanAmerican women, led to a
highly
racialized
and
sexualized issue that will
not soon be forgotten by
any female athlete.
Instead, she flaunts her
body for all to see, and for
all to make the forefront of
her fame in the public’s
eyes. Forget the gold
medals. Amanda Beard has
now modeled for PlayBoy.
“Women have made a
lot of progress,” Chicago

columnist Carol Slezak
wrote, “but equality is still
a long way off. And every
time an athlete decides to
trade on her sex appeal,
she sets everyone back.
Beard had a choice. She
chose to be selfish.”
“I’ve had a lot of
women come up to me and
tell me what I did was
amazing,” Beard said.
She looks down at the
magazine. She is genuinely
proud. She has made a
difference.

After a long day of
traveling, the perky blonde
decided to get ready for
bed. Clothes off, clothes
on, just like the end of any
other day. The yellow
glow of the hotel lighting
caused her hair to shine
and her body to gleam.
Millions of people would
watch her on television the
next day, so it was
important to get some
quality rest. Little did she
know that someone was
watching her at that very
moment, as well.
Erin Andrews is the
media. She is part of a
group of people who are
the reason for Chastain,
Stokke, Rutgers, and Beard
receiving all the attention
they do, wanted or
unwanted.
And
even
though
Andrews
isn’t
a
competitor, she still has to

fight for respect as a
woman in the sporting
world.
Like
Beard,
Andrews’
body
was
acknowledged by PlayBoy.
She was named ‘Sexiest
Sportscaster’ in 2008 and
2009.
Whether she liked it or
not, earning this honor in
2008 was not the most
well-known
thing
to
happen to Andrews that
year.
That night in the
Radisson Airport hotel in
Milwaukee was not a
private stay for Andrews.
A year later, videos of
Andrews nude appeared on
the internet; she had been
stalked
and
recorded
through peepholes that
night.
Although her stalker
was arrested, the ordeal
was extremely scarring for
Andrews, and heavily
impacted her career.
The personal became
political for Andrews that
night, just like it did for
Chastain, Stokke, and the
Rutgers
women’s
basketball
team.
The
highly personal incident
was about so much more
than one hot blonde being
illegally videotaped. It was
about Andrews being seen
as less than a sportscaster
and more as a woman on
television who happened to
be attractive. She was less
known for what she had
accomplished – for rising

Sportscaster Erin Andrews

to the ultimate sports
media platform – than she
was for being sexy.

The black cotton sports
bra sits in a drawer in its
owner’s home, waiting. It
is there, should it be
needed, should it be called
upon to perform. Not
initially chosen, but not
forgotten
should
the
occasion arise.
The rest of the world
saw Chastain’s midriff;
Chastain saw her goal, her
crowning achievement.
The rest of the world
saw Stokke’s toned body.
Stokke saw a sport she
loved.
The rest of the world
saw skin color and
aggressive play first, and
young female studentathletes
second.
The
Rutgers
Women’s
basketball team saw their
unexpected run to the Final
Four and the National
Championship game.
Amanda Beard saw a
chance to show off her

body. Critics saw a
hindrance to the progress
of women in sports.
The rest of the world
saw Erin Andrews through
a peephole. She saw her
successful career and many
accomplishments as a
female sportscaster.
These women do great
things but are not seen for
doing such. Rather, they
are seen for their bodies,
their faces, their hair. They
are assessed and portrayed
by the media as weak,
strong, ugly, beautiful,
poised, out of control –
anything but athletes.
As a piece of black
fabric proved 13 years ago,
society hasn’t yet reached
a place where these women
and thousands of others
like them have earned
respect. They are instead
critiqued, assessed, and
judged
based
on
postfeminist sensibilities.
Equality is not there. It has
not been reached, it is not
something we can look
back on and say, “we’ve
done it.” Rather, women in
sports must continue to
fight for respect.
The black sports bra sits
in a drawer in its owner’s
home. Still famous, it is
worn every once in a
while,
when
all
of
Chastain’s other bras are in
the laundry. And although
its place in the limelight
has faded, its legend
carries on.
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