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Introduction 

In the years since Title IX, the Education Act of 1972 which mandated equal 
funding in high school and college sport and which is widely held to have 
inaugurated the widespread development of girls' and women's sport in the 
U S, the global economic structure has undergone two major shifts. First, 
following the collapse of state socialism and the worldwide consolidation of 
capitalism, along with the rapid spread of information technologies, the phe
nomenon of globalization was increasingly explained by the belief that (for its 
affluent inhabitants) the world was a shared social and economic space, 
centred on the decline of the nation-state and the growing influence of the 
multinational corporation; and second, following the events of 11 September 
2001, 1 there has been a reassertion of geopolitics and state power, but within 
the context of an already globalized world constructed according to the main 
tenets of neo-liberalism: (i) that there is no substitute for the market economy; 
(ii) free trade will benefit the poor; and (iii) that less-developed countries 
simply lack development capital and that such capital can only flow to these 
countries in sufficient quantities via private capital markets (Brown 2003: 
571- 2). This economic context raises a particular set of questions for the 
discussion of contemporary girls and women in sport in the US: first, to 

what extent are contemporary definitions of 'girlhood' in affluent countries 
dependent upon the definition of young women as a metaphor for positive 
social change? To what extent have young women become the poster image of 
the 'opportunities' increased privatization offers - an economic structure in 
which there is supposedly no further need for feminism? How does the strong, 
healthy image of the athletic female body reinforce this definition? Second , to 
what extent do women's sports advocacy organizations (which, with the severe 
curtailment of public sources are increasingly dependent on private funding) 
further the ideology of Empire, making girls' success in sport the projection 
of their future success in the corporate world? And third, to what extent 
might it be said that the image of the powerful, athletic female body functions 
as the representation of health, success, and the physical representation of 
these 'opportunities' the new economic structure supposedly provides? 

Using the most recent research from Girl Studies, a subdivision of 
Women's and Gender Studies that focuses on youth cultures and the 
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sociology of youth specific to girls, I will look at how girls are 'produced' as 
girls in the United States, how sport is being used to further that particular 
form of production, and how even advocacy organizations with progressive, 
radical interests can become trapped in a cycle where their advocacy is 
impossible without using the language of globalization and Empire. This 
specific contradiction within women's sport advocacy discourse today is a 
pressing example of what theorists of the global economy typically formu
late as the all-encompassing nature of this system, how there is no 'outside' 
position from which to manoeuvre and oppose its work. As Manuel Castells 
writes, 'any node that disconnects itself is simply bypassed, and resources 
(capital, information, technology, goods, services, skilled labour) continue 
to flow in the rest of the network ... within the value system of produc
tivism/consumerism, there is no individual alternative for countries, firms, 
or people' (2003: 330). Castells claims that there is literally no outside, no 
individual or institution that can fail to participate. But this is not to say 
that there can be no change from within - for example, liberal feminists in 
the 1970s and 1980s used Title IX to significantly transform the horizon 
of women's sports, and perhaps new strategies to transform the influences 
of global consumerism are evolving today. As I will argue, one such 
strategy may involve an examination of a popular image of the female 
athletic body in the context of the neoliberal ideology that supports 
globalization. 

Empire and the 'future girl': the do-it-yourself subject and 
the subjection of feminism 

In Empire, Hardt and Negri's (2000) oft-cited work on the new political order 
of globalization, the authors argue that today's global Empire is fundamen
tally different from older forms of imperialism and capitalist expansion. 
They go on to claim that unlike the imperialism of the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries based on a straightforward model of dominance and 
control, the contemporary global Empire makes use of aspects of US consti
tutionalism and its decentralized traditions of frontier expansion and hybrid 
identities. Hardt and Negri use the term 'Empire' to mean not rule by a 
dominant power over subjugated territories and peoples, but rather to mean 
'systems of global regulation that have no boundaries but which nonethe
less embody relations of domination and subjugation ' (Held 2003: 53). 
Hardt and Negri identify 'a new logic and structure of rule' characterized by 
the erosion of the nation-state: 'a decentred, deterritorializing apparatus of 
rule that progressively incorporates the entire global realm' (2000: xi-xii). 
Fur her. their formulation of Empire as an economic structure that 'creates 
the \·en· world it inhabits' (2000: xv) and in which power works largely 
through mechanisms of self-policing and people's active participation in 
consumer culture, in turn helps to explain some of the formulations in 
Future Qirl: Young Women in the 21st Century (Harris 2004a). Here Australian 
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sociologist Anita Harris makes the argument that since the 1990s, a con
,·ergence of neoliberal and feminist discourses has emerged to radically 
reshape the categories of, and social ideas about, girls. The convergence of 
the needs of the new economy with some of the successes of second-wave 
fe minism such as the expansion of opportunity for girls and women in 
education and some forms of employment in the developed countries of 
the North2 has resulted in discourses that construct girls in terms of a 'can
do' or 'girlpower' model, and a seemingly opposite model based on girls 'at 
risk '. 

In a Western economic structure based on deindustrialization, decentral
ization, the expansion of global communications, technology, and service 
sectors, Harris and girl studies' theorists like Angela McRobbie (2004) argue 
that girls rather than boys or youth generally are being constructed as the 
ideal subjects of Empire. Harris (2004a: 1) argues that, 'In a time of dramatic 
social, cultural, and political transition, young women are being constructed 
as a vanguard of new subjectivity ... power, opportunities, and success are 
all modelled by the "future girl" , a kind of young woman celebrated for 
her "desire, determination, and confidence" to take charge of her life, seize 
chances, and achieve her goals.' In fact, according to Angela McRobbie 
(2004: 6), 'young women are championed as a metaphor for social change'- a 
metaphor that disavows the need for feminism and other social justice strug
gles. For while 'future girl' subjectivity and the goals that accompany it might 
sound like a positive construction, Harris points out that this discourse 
obscures the fact that 'many girls bear the full impact of economic ration
alism, new security concerns, and the dismantling of welfare. Young women 
appear to have it all, and yet many constitute those hardest hit by the effects 
of the new global political economy on jobs, resources, and community' 
(Harris 2004a: xvii). Furthermore, this construction of girls as the new pos
sibilities for success works to produce subjects who see their lives as DIY3 

projects and who will take personal responsibility for their failure rather than 
looking to the larger economic structure or to the state. 'Late modern times', 
Harris writes, 'are characterized by dislocation , flux , and globali: ation. and 
demand citizens who are fl exible and self-reali:ing. Direct interYention and 
guidance by institutions have been replaced by self-gm·ernance: power has 
devolved onto individuals to regu late themselves through the n~ 
(2004a: 2) and 'public policy often employs the language of 
responsibility and enterprise to fill the gap left by deregula;:wr · 
The notions of responsibility, agency, and choice operate to acco~~i:s:: wha: 
Hardt and Negri describe as ' the first task of Empire ... to enla:-:::e ;:ne :::ealm 
of the consensus that supports its power ' (2000: 14). 

What better way to achieve consensus than through an apreai <.:> mdiYidual 
power, particularly to young women who, even a generanon o r f\\'O earlier, 
were admonished to perform the effacements of traditional r'emin inity? As 
Jennifer Drake and I argue, because the gender wage-gap in the 20-2 4-year-old 
demographic has disappeared in the US (although it grm\'s the fu rther you 
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get up the economic ladder), in terms of her immediate surroundings, some 
'future girls' see the equality that second-wave feminism promised, and see 
their chances as unlimited (Heywood and Drake 2004: 14). Harris writes that 
'the enormous discursive clout of "Girl Power" is . .. frequently used in 
government and non-government services and programs for young women 
that are related to health, sexuality, education, sports, business knowledge, 
and self-esteem' (2004b: 166). This larger context of Empire and Western girls' 
supposedly new place in it has wide-ranging implications for the analysis 
of sport. 

Girls' sport advocacy in the age of neoliberalism 

Due to cutbacks of state support for physical education or sports and phy
sical activity programming of any kind, and the growing shift in state funding 
toward militarization ostensibly connected to the 'war on terror', for its con
tinued efficacy and survival women's sport advocacy discourse in the US is 
seen to participate in what Harris (2004a) calls the 'can do/at risk' paradigm 
for girls in marketing its otherwise progressive programmes. This paradigm 
creates a contradictory condition in which the discourse used to sell the 
programming seems also to serve the interests of 'the new economy', pro
ducing 'ideal' girls as self-made, flexible consumer subjects who are self
monitoring and adaptable to change, and which blames girls designated 'at 
risk' for their 'failures'. 'At risk' girls are, accord ing to Harris, dispropor
tionately 'unlikely to be middle class, and are generally of particular ethnic 
minorities' (2004a: 25). Yet this is exactly the structural problematic that 
women's sport advocacy programming is designed to address. Its marketing 
approach weds the discourse of liberal feminism with that of neoliberalism, 
constructing sport as a space where girls learn to take responsibility for their 
own lives- a responsibility that has care of the body for health and 'success ' 
at its core. Girls thus become the ideal subjects of Empire, part of the new 
global econo my that relies on individuals with flexibility who are trained to 
blame their inevitable 'failures ' on themselves rather than the system their 
lives are structured within. But it is a discourse clearly at odds with the intent 
of 'activist' sport programming - programming that has girls' interests, not 
the market 's interests, in mind. 

However, in order to successfully obtain enough funding to continue pro
gramming and make an impact , women's sport advocacy organizations such 
as the Women's Sports Foundation (WSF), the largest organization of this 
kind, structures some of its marketing along these lines, positing a direct 
connection between sport participation and successful self-production. An 
example of this is the section directed toward adults in the WSF GoGirl 
World website created for GoGirlGo! , their capstone advocacy project, in 
which WSF presents itself as the gateway organization that will serve to 
convert 'at risk' girls into 'can do' girls. The WSF GoGirlGo! programme is 
very much part of a larger trend in this regard , for as Jane Victoria Ward and 
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Beth Cooper Benjamin point out, 'as concern about girls became more wide
spread, interest in marketing to girls (in the form of girls' programs, sports, 
Websites, toys, pop idols, etc.) grew alongside it ' (2004: 21). 

Such marketing points to the necessity of participation within the dis
course of the 'can do/at risk' paradigm. Participation, however, does not 
make the Foundation's activities reducible to that discourse, but rather points 
to the inescapability and pervasiveness of that discourse, and to the fact that 
participation in activities that might show some of the disadvantages of 
globalization in the context of the current global economy is increasingly 
difficult and contradicto ry. Harris writes that , 'activists struggle with the 
problem that structural explanations for their differential circumstances are 
losing ground in the face of pervasive discourses of Girl Power, self-invention , 
and m eritocracy' (2004b: 171). A lso, Castells suggests, above, that to partici
pate successfully in the global economy today - because it is global , and 
because there are few if no viable alternatives - is to adopt its terms, or risk 
being bypassed entirely. As Hardt and Negri put it, ' it is false to claim that we 
can (re)establish local identities that are in some sense outside and protected 
against the global flows of capital and Empire' (2000: 45) . 

My point is that participation in this discourse is unavoidable, and that at 
the same time, this participation has ideological consequences in terms of the 
message it sends. I want to make it clear that the Foundation has done and 
continues to do a tremendous amount to promote the cause of women in 
sports. This can be seen in the Foundation's mission statement, which seeks 
to help produce a society in which: 

• Girls and women of all ages fully experience and enjoy sports and physical 
activity with no barriers to their participation. 

• Girls and women are confident and comfortable identifying themselves 
as athletes. 

• Everyone believes that sports and physical activity are important to the 
health , leadership d evelopment, and well-being of all girls and women. 

• Everyone agrees that society benefits when females reach their full 
potential. 

• Boys and girls are assumed to have equal opportunity and ability in 
sports. 

• Sports for males and females embrace positive values, such as cooperation 
and respect for others. 

• Equal opportunity is assured and equal ability is assumed in the sports 
workplace . 

• There is extensive interest in, and quality media coverage of, women in 
sports. 

(WSF 2003 : 1) 

However, in the current context, activism of the sort o utlined here might 
be seen to require new terms. The pervasiveness of neoliberalism in the 



106 Leslie Heywood 

functioning of the global economy means that in order effectively to garner 
resources to further the activist mission, the Foundation's discourse in selling 
the GoGirlGo! project can be seen to occupy a complicated, contradictory 
position that fits Harris 's descriptions and that seems to disregard some of 
the institutional barriers that girls will face and not necessarily be able to 
overcome solely due to their sport participation. Furthermore, due to the 
current shift away from the New Deal initiatives and later civil rights struggles, 
non-profit organizations and community-based organizations increasingly 
have to rely on a 'personal responsibility' rather than a civic responsibility 
discourse to further their missions. 4 

In my analysis of the marketing of the GoGirlGo! project, I am walking a 
line where, as Jennifer Eisenhauer says of the artwork I'm Not Just a Qirl, 
'critique and the object of critique do not form neatly into an opposition' 
(2004: 87). Any object, discourse, or programme can function positively 
in some contexts while necessarily functioning negatively in others, and 
this does not mean that the negative cancels the positive out. In the case of 
GoGirlGo!, the programme functions very positively in the context of 
health and proposing sport as a means to attain it, but in its marketing 
strategies can be seen to participate in the production of new femininities 
that are market-driven consumer femininities that sometimes disregard 
structural differences between women. That does not mean, however, that in 
its actual programming functions these differences are disregarded. This con
tradictory aspect of the 'GoGirlGo!' marketing is a good example of the way 
structural explanations are not marketable or saleable in the context of the 
pervasiveness of neoliberalism, and do not work as effective tools to gener
ate funding for programmes. Since financial support is forthcoming from few 
sources except the private sector, marketing must partake of the discourse 
most operational in that sector. Therefore, 'empowerment' in the context of 
GoGirlGo! sometimes seems to be formulated in the sense that, as Harris 
puts it , 'strong and empowered girls are those that have and spend money ' 
(2004b: 167). Indeed, if many of the current theorists of the global economy 
are right, activists need to rethink the traditional dualisms between working 
inside or outside the system to promote social change. In the current situ
ation, as Hardt and Negri write, 'we should be done once and for all with the 
search for an outside, a standpoint that imagines a purity for our politics ' 
(2000: 46). However, a lack of 'purity' does not mean that no change is 
possible. but rather that the notion of what constitutes change needs to be 
reconceptuali: ed. WSF's complicity on one level with the terms of neoliber
alism indicates not a 'selling out', but is rather an indication of the broader, 
more complicated horizon that activists today are working within, a horizon 
that critical thinkers and activists everywhere must more fully confront by 
dropping the notion o f an 'outside' to the system and the possibility of 
ideological purity. 

We can begin to see some of these complications at work in the WSF 
position paper, 'Benefits - Why Sports Participation for Girls and Women ' 

(WSF 2005a). Available on 
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(WSF 2005a). Available on the website and originally formulated as a grant
getting device to help with funding, the paper begins the ideal construction 
of girls that Harris 's research describes on three levels : (i) it is prescriptive 
about what girls should and should not do - i.e. 'risky behaviours' such as the 
consumption of drugs and alcohol and pregnancy are constructed as nega
tive practices that sport can 'solve'; (ii) it offers sport as a solution to any
thing that would make a girl less productive, get her 'off track' , such as 
depression, negative body image, or low self-esteem; and (iii) it claims to give 
girls the tools they will need to succeed in the corporate world. According to 
the paper: 

high school girls who play sports are less likely to be involved in an 
unwanted pregnancy; more likely to get better grades in school and more 
likely to graduate than girls who do not play sports. Girls and women 
who play sports have higher levels of confidence and self esteem and 
lower levels of depression. Girls and women who play sports have a 
more positive body image and experience higher states of psychological 
well-being. Sport is where boys have traditionally learned about team
work, goal-setting, the pursuit of excellence in performance and other 
achievement-oriented behaviours- critical skills necessary for success in 
the workplace. In an economic environment where the quality of our 
children's lives will be dependent on two-income families, our daughters 
cannot be less prepared for the highly competitive workplace than our 
sons. It is no accident that 80 per cent of the female executives at Fortune 
500 companies identified themselves as having played sports. 

(WSF 2005a) 

The message here is clear: in addition to experiencing the health benefits of 
sport, 'success' means successful participation in the corporate world and 
consumer economy, and this is stated as if we all agree with the assumption 
that girls' life goals should be to join such a company, that there is n o alrerna
tive pathway to success. The message to adults from whom they are see~i.-;.;; 
donations is that sport is a perfect vehicle for normalizing girls to occu;:·· SD:n-e 
of the higher managerial positions in the consumer econo m\·. tht:S e:-.s;.::-..:-.·: 
this particular definition of 'success'. 

The GoGirl World website (WSF 2005b) provides an ex;.;;::;:-;c 
aims. Harris writes that 'the new watchfulness in youth rest:?:< .::i:. :;:-oh.:-o.·, !I',_: 
popular culture seeks to shape conduct through perpexzi "":or\ .:2', : cser-.-a
tion and to elicit self-monitoring in youth themsel··es' (22(.!:1 c . The,· are 
not only obliged to manage their own life rra;ec: ~e:>. ct..: are enriced to 

display this management for the scrutiny of expe:-:s ar:-.: oesen·ers. The web
site performs exactly these functions. T he wec~agc :a::- (JoQzrl World has a 
split screen, with a cartoon image of a fun~,-- c:hnic, hip-hop girl with 
unlaced sneakers, leather wrist cuffs. and a ke,· ha.1gmg fro m a chain around 
her neck. Inside, there are places for girls to as~ rhe 'sports diva' questions, 
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and her answers unerringly sell sport as a solution to all problems. Under the 
'School' button, text pops up that reads: 

Cheer up! We come from the school that girls rule! This higher learning 
joint is about the places where sport and your life intersect . Read about 
how your favourite athletes deal with life's curve balls. Learn the tricks to 
being a stellar leader. Figure out what you might want to do with your life. 

Functioning explicitly as a 'life coach', in QoQirl World there are places for 
girls to exhibit their sport stories, to share how sport has reshaped their lives. 
And there are sidebars where girls can click to find a 'Guide for Life ', and a 
'Future Focus ' . 

The image on the other side of the split screen on the page for QoQirl 
World is directed to adults, a photograph of four well-dressed, carefully eth
nically diverse adults who look like they are on a coffee break from the board 
meeting at Gatorade. The text box reads : 'Adults - concerned about the 
health and well-being of American girls? Join GoGirlGo! National Campaign 
and help bring physical activity into a girl's life.' When you click on that link, 
it brings you to a page that makes use of the risk statistics quoted earlier, and 
which includes a button you can click on to 'get a girl active'. According to 
the pitch, getting a girl active is important because 'active girls have a better 
chance of successfully navigating the heavy emotional and social pressures 
of girlhood. Improving girls' health and wellness depends on YOU. Click on 

Figure 5.1 The GoGirlGo! ho mepage, www.gogirlgo.com. Reproduced by permission 
of the Women 's Sports Foundation (USA) 
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one or more of the four action buttons at the top of this page and start 
making a difference today!' Underneath the images, the logos of WSF's cor
porate sponsors change every few seconds from Gatorade, a sports drink 
company, to Advanta, a provider of small business services, to Wrigley, the 
chewing gum company, to Moving Comfort, a women's sport apparel manu
facturer. The visual message is striking: funky girl becomes corporate girl 
though her sport participation. 

As we have seen, WSF uses the risk discourses of health and wellness to 
make this argument. Such use points to the impossibility of the economic 
viability of any clearly oppositional message, as well as the continuing 
reliance on the public health discourse of responsibility and individual 
behaviours. In the reports, WSF conflates the social discourses around what 
Harris identifies as the 'can do girls', who tend to suffer from 'crises of 
identity and self-esteem', and 'at risk' girls, who are said to be more likely to 
engage in 'risky behaviours' such as substance abuse and an active sex life 
(2004a: 33). Not taking into account the structural differences between the 
usually white, wealthy 'can do' girls, and the non-white, non-wealthy 'at risk' 
girls, the GoGirlGo! website conflates these discourses and offers sport as a 
solution to problems of both kinds. In this sense, 'a broader and more 
systemic analysis of young women's circumstances is lost' (Harris 2004a: 33). 
It is a good example of 'Girl Power' discourse at work. In its fundraising 
efforts, GoGirlGo!'s description of sport as a panacea of solutions, in Jessica 
Taft's words, 'reflects the ideologies of individualism and personal responsi
bility, and has a noticeable disregard for social systems and institutions ... it 
hides both the material and the discursive forces shaping identity and the 
ways these gendered, raced, classed, and sexualized identities may give girls 
privileges or pose challenges' (2004: 73). On one level, that of the broader 
public discourse where such notions lose or gain credence, to sell an activist 
campaign without attention to these issues - as one must do in order to be 
funded - may also have the unintentional effect of legitimizing rather rhan 
questioning the way these ideologies function in the contemporary global 
economy. The solution becomes part of the problem - the pef\·asi,·eness of 
the neoliberal ideology of responsibility and self-determination requires that 
those who oppose it adopt its terms, further consolidating its terms. 

Yet, as established earlier, if Castells and o ther theonsts of the global 
economy are right, to question rather than to ad opt irs terms resu lts in being 
left behind: 'any node that disconnects itself is simp!\' b\·passed ' (2003 : 330). 
Given the difficulty of viability within th is part icular pol it ical, economic 
context, one might argue that how one markets one 's programming may well 
reinforce the ideology of neoliberalism on one Je,·el. but that within this 
reinforcement, cracks and fissures also begin to appea r. This is the way Hardt 
and Negri formulate the activist horizon today: 

in the postmodern world , the ruling spectacle of Empire is constructed 
through a variety of self-legitimating discou rses and structures . . . [our 

,1:111, 
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job is to] bring to light the contradictions, cycles, and crises of the pro
cess because in each of these moments the imagined necessity of the 
historical development can open toward alternative possibilities. In 
other words, the deconstruction of the spectral reign of global capitalism 
reveals the possibility of alternative social organizations. 

(2000: 4 7- 8) 

According to Hardt and Negri, as well as many other academics and 
thinkers dealing with problems connected to the global economy such as 
environmental impacts and fundamental inequalities, what currently seems 
all-encompassing may not be so. This can be extended to the case in point: 
while dominant discourses are today producing girls as the ideal subjects of 
Empire, and wh ile even oppositional activist organizations seem to be work
ing in accordance with this, the limits to the neoliberal programme of global
ization and bottom-line economic expansion are becoming increasingly clear. 
The affluent consumer lifestyle of developed countries, and the growing 
disparity of wealth and resources between those countries and developing 
countr ies, does not bode well for the continuance of this programme. The 
devastating environmental impacts and the problems of sustainability are 
increasingly discussed, as is geopolitical instability due to the growing con
solidation of resources toward the top. 5 So while at this particular historical 
moment activist discourses around girls increasingly take the neoliberalline, 
this does not necessarily mean that the girls who experience the program
ming that is sold in this way will adopt it, nor does it mean that the 
programming itself necessarily works in accordance with these terms. 

Powerful bodies-powerful lives: marketing, implementation, 
and the neoliberal body 

Along these lines, one might raise the question of differences between the 
marketing of a programme, and the content of the programming. It is at this 
juncture that the contradictory position of contemporary activist organiza
tions becomes clear. Does the pitch to potential funders negate or even prob
lematize a programming content that has different aims? In the case of 
GoGirlGo! there are two separate programmes, one directed to third through 
eighth graders, the other to high school girls. 6 The programming guide for 
group leaders specifies that each GoGirlGo! session runs as follows: each 
session begins with a famous athlete's story, which is read aloud and focuses 
on a particular issue. This is followed by reactions and discussion. Then 
information is provided about each issue, and an activity that centres around 
it. After the session, each girl is encouraged to keep a journal for reactions 
and feelings about the issues raised. Each session focuses on a different topic. 
These include leadership, body image, acceptance and respect, smoking, 
em otions, nutrition, bullying, families, sleep, drug and alcohol use, anger, 
'hooking up ', and harassment. A physical activity follows each discussion 
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session. Packs for group leaders include 's ix concrete things an adult can do 
:o help a girl', which range from 'focusing on who she is rather than on 
~ppearance' to 'encouraging her to take risks, share her thoughts and opinions, 
and get involved in a sport' (WSF 2004: 65). Programming is very flexible, 
illd can range in time from one afternoon to twelve days. Girls are to be 
:::ncouraged to make use of the GoGirl World website beyond the program
::ning sessions. Adult leaders are supposed to provide an open forum for 
iiscussion and communication, using the athlete's stories as a point of 
.:!eparture for discussion. 

Each story is fairly neutral in terms of its ideological content. Soccer star 
-ul ie Foudy, for instance, writes about why she and other good athletes don't 
smoke. Paralympic track athlete, Aimee Mullens, talks about why she doesn't 
O::r ink and how to resist pressure. Basketball star Tamika Catchings writes 
1bout being different - how prejudice works and how to not participate in it 
··ourself. Swimmer Darra Torres discusses body image in similar terms. 
':\'hile one might say that these stories are prescriptive, encouraging particu
:ar behaviours and norms, one might also say that this discussion cannot be 
1 . ...-1alyzed in similar terms to the marketing campaign: there are no pitches 
::quating success with participation in the corporate world, there is no 
:::::nphasis on any particular economic goal. 'Love yourself, and don't let 
uthers or ideal media images push you around' seems to be the central 
::1essage. However, the m essage of each story is that sport helped each woman 
:o overcome her particular problem, whether it was abuse, depression, 
;-rejudice, or pressure to engage in risky behaviour. 

W hile this is certainly a positive message and a positive incitement to 

;-articipate in sport and thereby receive its health benefits, the ' love yourself 
:eject the system' message itself might not be the most effective strategy in a 
sYstem such as Empire in which there is no simple outside or point of rej ec
:ron. Indeed, this 'love yourself/reject the system' message may be gene
::-ational to the extent that the pervasiveness of ideals and media images was 
:"or pre-Title IX generations not as pervasive is it is for girls now. Susan Bordo 
;-oints to this discrepancy when she discusses audience reactions to her 
:1:ork: 

My generation ... still believes it is possible to ' just turn off the televi
sio n. ' They are scornful, disdainful, sure of their own immunity to the 
world I talk about. No one really believes the ads, do they? Don't we all 
know these are just images, designed to sell products? ... Now, I simply 
catch the eye of a twenty-year-old in the audience. They know. They 
understand that you can be as cynical as you want about the ads - and 
many of them are - and still feel powerless to resist the ir messages. They 
know, no matter what their parents, teachers, and clergy are telling them , 
that ' inner beauty' is a big laugh in this culture. 

(Bordo 2003: xxvii) 
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The GoGirlGo! programming model does seem to take what Bordo refers to 
as a generational view that is different from that of its target audience. 'Love 
yourself' is empty rhetoric in a culture that is continually evaluating and 
judging, and presenting ideal images that girls have to measure themselves 
against. They cannot 'just turn off the TV' - they would also have to turn off 
the world wide web, not look at magazines or billboards, not go to movies . .. 
in short, they would have to stop participating in dominant culture entirely. 
If GoGirlGo! and programmes like it really want to offer a safe space for girls 
where they are motivated to make exercise a regular part of their lives 
through discussion of resisting pressures, a simple message of 'love yourself' 
will not do. Some systematic analysis of where, exactly, the 'pressures' to con
form come from is needed, and discussion of media images of the female 
athlete and prescribed body ideal is part of that. Furthermore, as I will 
develop below, part of my point is that the media images of the athletic 
female body that at least partially inform the context of the GoGirlGo! 
programming and that consciously or not serve as one of the motivations to 
'get a girl going', are themselves linked in the larger culture to success in the 
consumer economy. 

For these reasons, perhaps more than any others, within the programming 
itself attention could be called to the image of female athletes and their ideal 
bodies that this programming uses to sell itself. An explanation of how the 
new 'girl power' thesis and female athletes' place within it are linked to the 
way Empire has absorbed women's sport into its definitional frame might be 
the most educational of all in terms of developing girls' awareness about 
their place within the global economy. A discussion of how this large, seem
ingly abstract issue is actually inscribed on their physical bodies, or at least 
inform the body ideals to which they might aspire as athletes, may well 
function as one of the most powerful ways to achieve this kind of awareness. 
This would help girls to, as Susan Bordo writes, 'recognize that normalizing 
cultural fo rms exist ', and help them to achieve one important activist goal 
that currently seems missing from the GoGirlGo! programming: 

enhanced consciousness of the power, complexity, and systemic nature of 
culture, the interconnected webs of its functioning ... in our present 
culture of mystification - a culture which continually pulls us away from 
systemic understanding and inclines us toward constructions that 
emphasize individual freedom, choice, power, ability - simply becoming 
more conscious is a tremendous achievement. 

(2003: 30, original emphasis) 

I would argue that, since images are so compelling and persuasive, and com
municate so powerfully on levels that are not always conscious, a discussion of 
what the image of the female athlete means and communicates might be one 
of the most effective ways to help girls recognize their embeddedness in the 
culture, the ways it shapes their lives, and what agency they do have to resist it. 
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This would be a particularly effective strategy, because as I noted earlier, 
the marketing discourse used to sell GoGirlGo! to some extent participates 
in this culture of mystification in the way it weds the discourse of liberal 
feminism with that of neoliberalism, presenting sport as a space where girls 
learn to become the ideal subjects of a new global economy that relies on 
individuals with flexibility who are trained to blame their inevitable 'failures' 
on themselves rather than the system their lives are structured within . But 
the image of the female athletic body is perhaps even more powerful than the 
discourse about success, health, and personal responsibility. And it is the 
image that arguably best represents the contradictory situation that charac
terizes women's sport in the US: the very corporate forces that have brought 
women 's sport greater attention, and help make sport programming possible 
(such as the fact that the dollar sales of women 's athletic footwear in the US 
topped men's for the first time in 1994, and in 199 5 women spent $6 billion 
compared to men's $5.6, therefore creating a corporate interest in women's 
athletics that did not previously exist) are also the fo rces that may make girls ' 
lives the most difficult (see W allenchinsky 1996: 4 7) . W hile corporations like 
Nike have provided a host of idealized images of fe m ale athletes that have 
had a powerful cultural function, t hat function is both posit ive and n egat ive 
(Heywood and Dworkin 2003, esp. Prologue and Ch. 2) . In some cases, wh en 
the image serves, female athletes are n o longer 'de,·iant ', they are normali: ed, 
serving as 'role models ' , the 'can do' girls who have gotten it right. Connected 
to this 'girl power' image, in the assumptions beh ind it, the transformed 
body of, and ideas about, the female athlete become the perfect representative 
agency for this idea of success, the 'can do ' mapped directly onto her biceps 
and supple lines of her flexible, lean shoulders. W e can see this in im ages of 
female athletes throughout the mass media , such as this one from the Roxy 
sportswear website. 

The girls in the Roxy image show a sculpted, lean-muscled femininity that 
is obviously the product of athletic training, whether that training is 
obtained on a surfboard or in the gym . They look happy, healthy, and strong, 
good consumers of the 'extreme spor ts lifestyle ' as well as its embodiment. 
While more traditional sports require less flexible bodies, extreme sports 
require a body that can adapt to any situation, whose strength is not in its 
bulk but in its adaptability to changing circumstance, much as the global 
economic context requires adaptation to constantly shifting parameters. The 
image fits. Empire ' s symbolic reliance on images an d narrati,·es of female 
athleticism to advance its aims is the more complicated reason 1:-ehmd 'the 
rise of the female athlete as cultural icon ' o u tl ined in Bwl: :on-·,,, Hen,·ood 
and Dworkin 2003) in addition to the ap peal to young women a;; a:-Jtmportant 
consumer market, the ideal image o f fe male athletes pe:-:'ecr:,- tncorpo rates 
the ideal of the new, can-do, DIY, take responsibilin·-:'or-,·ourself subject . As 
Harris writes, ' today [girls] are supposed to become umque. successful indi
viduals making their own ch oices and plans ~o ac.:omplish auton o my .. . 
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individual' (2004a: 6). Girl-power images such as those in the Roxy photo of 
girls who participate in extreme sports are a central part of the cultivation 
of that image of uniqueness, strength, and autonomy. That image is meant 
and perhaps is interpreted by viewers (if the advertising works successfully) 
as a synecdoche for the successful life. While it is clear that all audiences 
do not read images the same way, and that they are often read counter to 
their intended message and reappropriated for oppositional ends, this does 
not mean that the images do not simultaneously communicate messages 
that normalize - in this case, the idea that the athletic female body is repre
sentative of the success a young sporting girl will have in her life, and part of 
that success is as a member of consumer culture who consumes Roxy. 7 For 
instance, Bordo notes that today muscles and athleticism, once coded as male 
and working class, 'frequently symbolize qualities of character rather than 
class, race, or gender status ' (2003: 24, emphasis mine). The 'character' a 
young female athlete demonstrates with her body is that of the powerful, 
self-determining consumer subject, the image of health and happiness that 
comes through successful participation in the neoliberal ideology of the DIY 
lifestyle. 

One can see the connection made even more clearly in the 'alternative' 
sportswear catalogue marketed for women called - not insignificantly -
Title IX. Making use of the idea of girVwoman power in their very name, 
this woman-owned and operated company explicitly couples sport partici
pation with career success with images of everyday female athletes on each 
of its pages (not models or celebrities) with accompanying text identifying 
the athletes ' sports and careers and whatever products they are modelling. 
One page of the summer 2005 catalogue, for instance, features 'Malia: 
orthodontist and surfer ' , selling the 'wrap-it-up skirt', next to 'Brigid, 
pharmaceutical rep. And runner', selling the 'no-brainer skirt '. Here, suc
cessful careers are explicitly linked to sport participation that is visually 
d emon strated by the women's fit bodies, and, significantly, by carefree 
images th at clearly communicate that ' I'm doing my own thing despite (or 
because of) my job'. A crucial part o f this messaging is that 'success' and 
the body and career represented by it is a personal choice, and it is a choice 
a,·ailable to all. 

I focus on images that are part o f the larger culture rather than specific
ally on GoGirlGo! because it is specifically this cultural context that 
GoGirlGo! uses and defin es itself in relationship to. Both corporations and 
advocacy organizations m ake use o f the image of the female athlete. It is the 
larger cultural context and d ominant meanings that help determine how the 
image will function , and the athlete image largely communicates a message 
of personal success and control. This image is particularly contradictory in 
that while on one level, an athletic body and the training it takes to achieve 
it does give one increased h ealth, discipline, and a set of skills (like goal
setting, etc.) that are applicable to the business world, at the same time it 
also makes one an enthusiastic participant in a particular set of behaviours 
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and practices (daily athletic training, and income-getting and spending). Ser
ious athletic training does give one a sense of power and control, but this 
sense may have another dimension. In the sense of its participation in a 
particular aspect of consumer culture (the gym/sport/health/apparel indus
tries), and in dedicating one's life to the kind of career necessary to generate 
the income that allows one to participate, one might say that, as Bordo 
explains, 

contemporary disciplines of diet and exercise [are] . .. practices which 
train the female body in ... obedience to cultural demands, while at the 
same time being experienced in terms of power and control ... thus, the 
heady experience of feeling powerful and 'in control,' far from being a 
necessarily accurate reflection of one's social position, is always suspect 
as itself the product of power relations whose shape may be very 
different. 

(2003: 2 7, original emphasis) 

This is not to say that being healthy and athletic is in any sense 'bad' or that 
we should not participate in these practices, but rather that as we do, we 
should also be aware of the larger cultural forces that shape these practices 
and our own choices to participate in them. 

Therefore, GoGirlGo!'s aim to 'get a girl moving' is multifaceted. As we 
have seen, one of the implicit messages in the GoGirlGo! marketing makes 
precisely this point: the healthy, powerful female body in sport becomes the 
prerequisite for power and success in life. The female athlete and female 
athleticism and strength are the literal embodiments of Girl Power, the subject 
who is, through her accomplishment and good lessons she learns in sport, 
supposed to develop her strength, health, and self-confidence and apply 
these to her career goals. Her athletic body becomes the visual image of and 
figure for career success, and girls' successful participation in the consumer 
economy that this career would ensure. An awareness of the cultural ,,·ork 
that images accomplish could surely be added to any advocacy programming 
that both wants to bring girls on board and get them to think and act further. 
The way the image can function as a masking device that obscures the struc
tural inequalities girls face every day could easily be added to the discuss io ns 
proposed in the GoGirlGo! curriculum. 

This is all the more important because confronting this larger framework 
of social and economic inequity is implicit in one of the keY o bjectives of 
GoGirlGo!, which is to provide the opportunity to ~[a,· to all girls. As the 
website homepage reads, 'Not all girls get to plaY. L nless a girl 's school or 
parents can afford to pay for her physical activitY. chances are she will grow 
up inactive. Over the past 30 years, the phys ical education curriculum in the 
United States has been repeatedly cut in grades K-12, putting girls from 
underserved populations at an even higher risk ' (\\.SF 2005b). 8 Yet while it 
is true that if these girls do get to participate in sport regularly, they will 
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have health benefits, the aspect of the equation that simple participation 
does not address is that even the lives of girls who are active face very 
real challenges in what Matt Bai calls ' the rise of the Wal-Mart economy' 
(2005: 40) . 

What nexus of 'value' and 'self-esteem' does sport in the sense marketed 
here promote and produce? In encouraging strength and self-determination 
through sport, as well as health benefits, can this discourse realistically 
address the needs of those girls who, economically, will never get to com
pete? Women's sport advocacy promotes a number of admirable goals, but 
does its insistence on sport as a solution to individual problems over
emphasize sports' capabilities? What if a girl is unable to fix her life 
through sport? What if she makes the right 'choices', does not smoke and 
is healthy, but has to work 38 hours a week for the minimum wage and no 
health insurance benefits at Wal-Mart? And another 38 hours a week job 
without benefits on top of the first job just to make ends meet? And will 
she have the time or energy to participate in any kind of physical activity 
then? 

GoGirlGo!, like other health and girls' advocacy programmes, is not 
asking this kind of question. This is important in that the substantiated 
claim that regular participation in sport and physical activity has positive 
health outcomes needs to also be situated in terms of the actual life cir
cumstances of many Americans who, due to the structural changes associ
ated with globalization, tend to either be chronically overemployed or 
underemployed, both situations affecting their ability to participate in 
sport (see Schor 1993; Ehrenreich 2002). Yet is it possible to point this out 
in the current climate, in which the way 'selling' a message to the public is, 
in the context of what Robert McChesney (2003) calls 'the new global 
media', necessarily reduced to a single sound bite that does not allow for 
complications? This helps explain what sometimes seem to be overstated 
claims. Simply to function in the current context of discourse market
ability, claims have to be overstated, and complications effaced. In the 
public marketing of these campaigns, the message must stay simple, but in 
the content of the programming, these issues might be more substantively 
raised. 

The image of the female athlete's body is a powerful visual complement to 
the rhetoric I have discussed, and can serve as a focal point for this kind of 
discussion. It is no accident that the female athlete image first became 
embraced by corporations and a part of mainstream advertising in the early 
1990s, the time of NAFTA, GATT, and the widespread practice of down
sizing and outsourcing in the US. 9 While the stars of the first generation post 
Title IX, such as Mia Hamm and Brandi Chastain of the US Women's World 
Cup soccer team, were first coming into their full athletic potential as female 
athletes and gaining corporate endorsements, the corporate world that was 
also supposedly opening up to women started to shut down many of its 
domestic opportunities. The benevolent father image that corporations like 
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IBM had presented in earlier decades - the idea that you could have one 
corporate employer for life who would function as a substitute family and 
take care of you - was replaced by the lean, mean corporate model that paid 
its Chief Executive Officers exorbitant salaries while keeping its domestic 
staffs as small as possible. Workers were expected to be flexible and mobile, 
moving and travelling wherever required, and adapting to the idea that one 
will have many careers in a lifetime. The dot.com phenomenon10 emphasized 
the same things: flexibility, self-determination, and the willingness to sacrifice 
everything to one's career. 

Habituated to sacrifice and determination but never part of the huge insti
tutional sport infrastructures that their male counterparts enjoyed, female 
athletes fit this new model more closely than did the men, and this ideology 
was sold to women through the image of the athletic body as a radical ideal 
for women and girls. Power and success in all areas, the image said, is what 
you can aspire to. It is without question a more positive image than many 
other relentlessly sexualized and feminized images so pervasive today. Indeed , 
the positive aspects of the female athlete image are what hooks a viewer - who 
wouldn't want to be powerful , healthy, and happy? 

I am not arguing against power, health , or happiness, nor am I suggesting 
in any way that one should not be an athlete. However, as I hope to have 
shown, this image also masks an implicit endorsement of neoliberalism and 
its attendant assumptions. The image of the female athlete body does the 
cultural work of advertizing equal opportunities - anyone can achieve this 
look if they just work hard enough (and anyone can 'succeed' on all levels if 
they just work hard enough)- that masks the growing structural inequalities 
characteristic of the global economy and the erosion of and even active 
dismantling of New Deal support networks in the US. 11 The image of the 
female athletic body also supports a whole lifestyle industry based on the 
idea of self-determination and personal choice. Like the contortions of cur
rent advocacy strategies, the image itself is contradictory. I am not saying 
that anyone intentionally uses the image as a symbol of neoliberalism. bur 
rather that in the current context so dominated by these normali:ed ideolo 
gies, the image can't help but signify in these terms, at least to some. ClearlY 
our most positive image in terms of gender norms, the female athletic body 
both signifies literal power and health at the same rime rhar power and 
health serve to mask the conditions that make this body possible (or not) in 
the first place. 

Notes 

11 September 2001 marks the destruction in New York of the Twin Towers of the 
World Trade Center. 

2 In globalization discourse, 'the North' is now used to refer to what used to be 
called 'the first world' or 'the developed world', and 'South' is used for the ' third/ 
fourth world' or the 'developing world ' . 

3 DIY is the abbreviation for 'do it yourself'. In girl cultu re, it first carne to currency 
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with the Riot Grrrl movement in the early 1990s in the US, Britain, Canada, and 
Australia but was quickly co-opted by market forces. See Garrison (2000). 

4 New Deal Initiatives in the US are associated with President Roosevelt in the 
1930s, and included the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, which banned child 
labour and established a minimum wage, and the Social Security Act, which estab
lished a system that provided old-age pensions for workers, survivors benefits for 
victims of industrial accidents, unemployment insurance, and aid for dependent 
mothers and children, the blind and physically disabled. The 'New Deal' is known 
as establishing a 'safety net' for workers and putting the concerns of the people on 
par with the concerns of corporations. It is a system under attack in the US today. 
Civil rights struggles in the US are associated with the struggles for racial equality 
in the sixties, women's rights in the seventies, and gay and lesbian rights in the 
seventies and later. 

5 See the various debates centred around environmental sustainability and relation
ships between globalization and growing inequality in Held and McGrew (eds) 
(2003). See also Middleton (2003). 

6 Grade 3 to Grade 8 includes girls aged from 8 to 13 years of age, and high school 
girls are aged 14-17 years of age. 

7 On the ways consumers read images against the grain of their dominant messages, 
see the introduction to Fiske (1996). 

8 According to the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (1995), while physi
cal education in US schools was once an established part of the curriculum, 
currently in grades K-12 (normally 5- 17 years of age), only 25 per cent of students 
have access to daily physical activity programmes. 

9 NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement) established a much expanded 
free trade zone in 1994 that extended the influence and reach of corporate America. 
GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade) was first signed in 1947, but was 
greatly expanded in the 1990s, and now includes 110 countries. It was designed to 
provide an international forum that encouraged free trade between member states 
by regulating and reducing tariffs on traded goods. These two agreements greatly 
facilitated economic globalization. 

10 During the 1990s, companies set up to use the Internet as their primary trading 
platform became known as 'dot.coms ' . Young people with little or no business 
experience but with innovative ideas received significant investment capital and 
made fortunes seemingly overnight. The 'dot.com phenomenon' resulted in the 
inflation of the stock market, especially Internet stocks, but by the end of the 
1990s, most of these business ventures had failed. 

11 See Castells (2003), Stearns (2003) and UNDP Report' 1999' (2003). 
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