Complex Bodies 2,500 Word Essay:
“Using the work of one of the theorists discussed in class, examine a single cultural phenomenon using their analytical tools”.
Title: Foucault’s Power Relations in Women’s Football and Gender.
Traditionally, football was seen as a male dominated sport up until the 1970’s, as around this time the Women’s Football Association (WFA) was formed, and a Women’s World Cup was held in Mexico in 1971, fast-forward to the present, there is continuous media attention for women’s football. This threatened gender norms as women’s bodies were seen as not cut out for the physical shocks of football, and the domestic WWI view that women should stay at home and look after the household was deemed as appropriate. Michel Foucault (1926-1984) was a French philosopher who talks heavily about gender, power and knowledge, showing how there were “appropriate roles” for different genders, and that disciplinary power controlled us through different institutions. Foucault also touches upon media scrutiny, expectations of femininity and explains that “where there is power, there is resistance” (Foucault, 1976, p. 95). I will be splitting my argument into four sections, power, male institutions, women’s football as resistance of power and the limits of that resistance with continuing inequalities. I will be using “Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison” and “The History of Sexuality, Volume 1” by Foucault to argue that football reinforces masculine power, and that women’s football disrupts it due to resistance of stereotypical institution norms.
To begin, I need to outline Foucault’s theory of power. Foucault suggests that “power produces knowledge” (Foucault, 1991, p. 27) such as institutions, and it is because of that knowledge that we gain truths as “truth is not by nature free—nor error servile—but its production is thoroughly imbued with relations of power.” (Foucault, 1976, p. 60). Foucault’s argument demonstrates that men are naturally athletic or aggressive and that football belongs to men because power brings social truths, and “power is everywhere; not because it embraces everything, but because it comes from everywhere” (Foucault, 1976, p. 93). The more power exists, the more individuals are convinced to believe a “truth”, and these ideas become normalised within society and institutions, which evidently sets each expectation for each gender.
Additionally, Foucault investigates discipline as “discipline makes individuals” (Foucault, 1991, p. 170). Foucault explains that institutes make an individual, for example, women are taught how to behave in a feminine manner, such as having a soft and caring personality, and men are taught to masculine, such as being athletic through sports such as football and being tough. It is through the discipline of behaviours, that men are shown what a “real man” is through the football institution, as toughness, aggression and competitiveness, along with many other aspects are seen as masculine and hyper masculine, whereas signs of emotions, weakness and lack of competitiveness are seen as feminine or weak. This indicates that football culture reproduces masculinity as it takes masculinity to a higher level of dominance, which when applied to the football industry can minimalise the threat that women have on the sport.
Finally, Foucault uses surveillance and resistance, which will also be relevant to our investigation as it is through institutions that we are constantly judged and monitored. Women athletes are watched more precisely because “there is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge” (Foucault, 1991, p. 27). This clearly demonstrates how power works by observing, categorising and producing such knowledge of individuals. To relate this to the sport of football, women are scrutinised because of their sexuality, behaviour and femininity are seen as a threat to traditional gender norms. It is through such surveillance that dominant ideas of masculinity and femininity are reinforced. However, women athletes do have the opportunity to resist such power by challenging expectations of femininity through their visibility within the sport industry, this visibility is seen through the media, women footballers’ appearances and much more.
Moving on, I will be discussing football as a masculine institution to identify how football has become a male-dominated sport. The FA produced an article on women’s football, it states that Dr Mary Scharlieb described women’s football as the “most unsuitable game, too much for a women’s physical frame” (TheFA, n.d). This highlights surveillance and discourse that regulates behaviour, women were labelled as weak so that masculinity could have control over sports such as football. The FA shows the reflection that power operates by defining what is considered “normal” or acceptable for women in society. This is further demonstrated in the work of Foucault as “the body is also directly involved in a political field” (Foucault, 1991, p. 25), by highlighting the supposed weakness of women’s bodies, men continue to be dominant within institutions that require such physical contact.
Furthermore, in football “visibility is a trap” (Foucault, 1991, p. 200) because male players are constantly scrutinised by coaches, fans, and the media. This encourages them to conform to hegemonic masculinity, which is the idea that a dominant type of manhood legitimises men’s positions. Therefore ideas, such as strength, dominance and heterosexuality would encourage this. This is supported by R.W Connell in “Masculinities” as “Hegemonic masculinity can be defined as the configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy” (Connell, 2005, p. 77). It is through competition, physical strength and dominance that football normalises that masculine trait of manhood. Football therefore reproduces that masculinity is crucial in the sport through repeated behaviours.
In continuation, men’s football is seen as the “real” version of football, you see that it is advertised more than women’s football. This could be due to some historical restrictions, such as the fifty-year ban from the FA from 1921-1971, lower funding because there is less media coverage, because “the game of football is quite unsuitable for females and ought not to be encouraged” (TheFA, n.d). Foucault suggests that it was unsuitable for women as “the classical age discovered the body as object and target of power” (Foucault, 1991, p. 136). Football was unsuitable for women; institutions regulated female bodies and discouraged them from participating in a traditionally masculine sport. However, you could use this quote by Foucault to highlight that in modern times, women’s football is seen as more representative as “a record-breaking 1.12 billion viewers watched the 2019 Women's World Cup” (BBC, 2019), although they were discouraged from football, the increasing visibility of women’s football challenges traditional power structures and resists patriarchal ideas about femininity.
Finally, for football as a masculine institution, there are many examples to show how men still dominate football. A few examples could be that media discusses women players’ femininity or appearance and that there are commentary differences between male and female matches as “female footballers have been the target of unchecked sexist and misogynistic abuse by fans on their club's social media accounts” (BBC, 2023). There were four common themes found these were, sexism, misogyny, sexualisation of women and a demand for a male only space. This demonstrates discipline as women are continuously monitored and judged to maintain gender norms. Public visibility becomes a mechanism of control, and it is through social media that female footballers are pressured to conform to traditional expectations of femininity. The demand for a “male only space” reflects attempts form Connell to preserve a site of hegemonic masculinity and male dominance.
Next, women’s football can be seen as resistance and disruption to the men’s game. This aims to highlight how women’s football challenges masculine power, such as through increased attendance or view ship, the formation of the Women’s Super League (WSL) and successes in events such as the Women’s World Cup. Women’s identity is also seen as different when discussing their participation in football because there is a large amount of LGBTQ+ acceptance in women’s football. Foucault argues that “sexuality must not be thought of as a kind of nature given” (Foucault, 1976, p. 105). Foucault indicates that sexuality is constructed through social relations rather than being biologically fixed. Within the football culture LGBTQ+ women’s footballers, such as Ffion Morgan, a Welsh, West Ham United player, Sam Kerr, an Australian and Chelsea player and many more showcase challenges the belief of heteronormativity, which is the view that heterosexuality is the only natural and default human sexuality.
The rise in attendance and the increasing number of women’s footballers also creates a resistance to gender norms. In 1881 there was a crowd of around 2,000 people for women’s football, fast-forward to 2022, there was a crowd of 87,192 at the UEFA Women’s Euro’s (TheFA, n.d). The continuous growth of popularity for women’s football has challenged normal gender norms and shows resistance as women don’t want to be housewives anymore, they want to make a name for themselves and participate in activities that make them happy, regardless of if it threatens their femininity of masculinity for that matter. Judith Butler in “Gender Trouble” explains that “gender is the linguistic index of the political opposition between the sexes… there are not two genders .There is only one: the feminine, the “masculine” not being a gender…” (Butler, 1999, p. 27). Butler’s theory can be applied to women challenging masculine categories through sport, as masculine seems like “the general” norm, and femininity is almost marked as a deviation. This shows support for women’s football as it disrupts an illusion of masculinity for the standard of sports.
Foucault mentions that “homosexuality began to speak in its own behalf” (Foucault, 1976, p. 101). This could be seen for both male and females. Homosexuality is more common and accepted in the women’s game than the men’s game. This shows how groups that were once marginalised can eventually become capable of resistance. Football is a power structure, institutions like the media govern sponsorship, and creates a production of the legitimate version of football, and this created the gender hierarchy for many activities. In response to Foucault’s quote, women’s football stops being excluded from men’s football, it finds its own definition through audiences, authority and visibility, especially because women’s football was known as an attack on masculinity and even femininity. This all links back to the resistance of power from institutions, as women’s football poses a threat to the legitimate form of the game, which is male dominated.
Moving forward, there are limits of resistance and continuing inequalities, just because women show resistance doesn’t mean that equality is complete. For example, there is a significant pay difference between men and women across industries, in football the average woman gets paid anywhere between $2,805-$68,267 a year (FIFA, n.d.), whereas men get paid, in the Premier League, which is the top English league around £60,000 a week (PFSA, n.d.), which is equivalent to $81,168 a week when looking at the current currency conversion. This shows continuing inequalities within the football field, no matter how hard women try to break this power barrier, power will always be present regardless of the resistance that women pose as “power produces; it produces reality…rituals of truth” (Foucault, 1991, p. 194). The football industry still produces power due to the lack of opportunities women have compared to men, an example of this is tournament differences, men have the UEFA Conference/Europa/Champions League, whereas women still don’t have a Europa League, it is planned, but a tournament in a woman’s game is seen as “unmatched” to a men’s game.
In addition, Foucault says that “power is tolerable only on condition that it masks a substantial part of itself” (Foucault, 1976, p. 86). By unpacking this quote from Foucault, we can identify that power works best when it appears natural. To link this to women’s football, obviously as we’ve mentioned throughout men’s football historically held institutional power, but as women’s football grows, that power does not vanish, if anything it becomes less visible and more adaptive, so that type of power shifts from direct exclusion of women’s football to a subtle regulation. It is seen now that the men’s game attracts more attention, rather than women should not play football. This disruption does not eliminate patriarchal power relations; it now forces them to evolve by adapting to women being able to participate.
Finally, although women’s football disrupts this masculine exclusivity of the game, female players continue to be disciplined through expectations, such as avoiding being too masculine, distancing themselves from stereotypes such as being named homosexual because they want to play a sport which could be seen as beyond their femininity. This still keeps masculinity protected as women keep forms of their femininity regardless of if they enter a male dominant field or not. The rules and expectations are different to the women’s game compared to the men’s, which highlights how women keep forms of their femininity because the men’s sport is covered more than the woman’s, and there seems to be more opportunities for men’s football . There is still a disruption of feminine performances through physical strength, which is a performance that is traditionally masculine coded, it seems that power still shapes bodies and identities even if that power has been reduced over a timespan.
To conclude, when discussing the dominance of men in the football industry, and the disruption that women pose to the sport “the body becomes a useful force only if it’s both a productive body and a subjected body” (Foucault, 1991, p. 26). Foucault here explains that a body is valuable to society when it can work both effectively and when it controls or obeys itself. Female footballers are made valuable through intense training, which enhances their successes in the sport. At the same time, the women can control themselves through gender expectations through institutional regulations, such as playing football, but retaining a strong femininity through their appearance. This shows that power does not oppress individuals, it shapes and disciplines them into what is socially acceptable for each of the sexes. Therefore, woman’s football reflects a complex relationship between power and gender for Foucault, as there are ongoing social expectations surrounding femininity and gender identity. Women are seen to being “less” or in a need to be “different” to men, so football poses this threat to both masculinity as the game is mainly based around men, and femininity as women are told to have a domestic nature and maintain their feminine qualities through societal standards.
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