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Abstract
The following opinion piece concerns a reading of the work of Angela Davis and its application to the research on sport
and social inclusion. It has the following aims: first, we use her work to argue that racism, as constituted via economics,
helps to construct gender; second, we suggest that research on sport and social inclusion would do well to consider the
work of Davis in forming a more complex reading of what it means to invite the participation—or inclusion—of women
and girls in sport, both racialized and non-racialized.
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1. Introduction

The following opinion piece concerns a reading of the
work of Angela Davis and its application to the research
on sport and social inclusion. It has the following aims:
first, we use her work to argue that racism, as consti-
tuted via economics, helps to construct gender; second,
we suggest that research on sport and social inclusion
would do well to consider the work of Davis in forming
a more complex reading of what it means to invite the
participation—or inclusion—of women and girls in sport,
both racialized and non-racialized.

In making such an argument, we avoid the nor-
mal trend of reading identity in singular fashion—i.e.,
divorced from other identity categories. (e.g., gender,
race). In doing so, we call for a more sustained discus-
sion of the economy and processes of racialization to a
discussion of gender. This approach has been referred

to elsewhere as intersectionality1 and is in keeping with
the general argument in Out of Left Field (Abdel-Shehid
& Kalman-Lamb, 2011), wherewe argued that both sport
and identity sport should be read intersectionally—that
is within broader social structures.

This argument challenges the pervasive reading of
sport as a distinct, even unique, social sphere bracketed
from society at large. It suggests that a re-reading of
“gender and sport” with an eye on racialization and eco-
nomics offers a significantly richer reading. As such, this
argument has significant implications for our understand-
ing of social inclusion with respect to gender and sport,
both past and present.

2. Angela Davis as Intersectional Theorist

A brief look at Davis’s contribution and its potential ram-
ifications for the study of social inclusion will be of use

1 While there is much literature on this term currently, we note that it was Patricia Hill Collins who elaborated this term in her work Black Feminist
Thought (2000). Our reading of the concept is quite different from that of Hill Collins, since she chooses a more Afrocentric approach, whereas ours,
borrowing from Davis, is informed by a historical materialist understanding of “race” and therefore gender.
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here2. We do this with the full knowledge that she has
not written about sport and has not been cited in work
pertaining to sport history or sociology, much less the
emerging field of sport and social inclusion. Davis was
and is a noted feminist scholar and political activist. It is a
little known fact that she studied with Herbert Marcuse
in Boston and completed her doctoral work under the su-
pervision of Theodor Adorno in Germany. This would in
part explain her orientation towardsMarxism and dialec-
tics more broadly as a framework to understand social
phenomena such as race and gender.

Her particular contribution, especially in Women,
Race and Class (Davis, 1983) is to suggest that not only
is the idea of race connected to the economic needs of
plantation slavery and its aftermath, but that normative
ideas of gender were produced in the same context. That
is, at the very birthplace of white ideas about gender,
what has been called the ideology of femininity was not
possible without the backdrop and the subsequent “de-
gendering” of enslaved, in this case, Black women (and
men). In other words, racialized and gendered categories
of identity were interwoven and also highly dependent
on the surrounding economic context.

Davis’ implicit argument, somethingwemake explicit
here, is that enslaved people were not only written out
of the category human, they were simultaneously writ-
ten out of the category of gender. This is not to say that
there were not forms of sexual differentiation, but it is
to say that understanding such differentiation as having
specific social attributes, which is what we have come to
know as “gender” did not apply to enslaved people. In
other words, gender was a concept reserved for whites,
both men and women.

For example, during plantation slavery in the United
States, Davis notes there was no belief that slave women
and slave men should do different tasks.3 Since the goal
of slavery was to obtain the maximum profit possible,
there was little labour that enslaved women were not re-
quired to do. As such, the economic value of enslaved
Black women was equal to or greater than that of Black
men. As Davis writes (1983, p. 10): “Slaveowning indus-
trialists used men, women and children alike, and when
planters and farmers hired out their slaves, they found
women and children in as great demand as men.”4

In addition to this, Black women in slavery, as Davis
points out, suffered a special formof persecution, known
as sexual torture, or rape. She writes (1983, p. 7):

As females, slave women were inherently vulnerable
to all forms of sexual coercion. If themost violent pun-
ishments of men consisted of floggings and mutila-
tions, women were flogged and mutilated, as well as
raped.

This practice of sexual torture, as Davis notes, was not
in any way about sexual desire. Rather, it was intimately
tied to the mode of production and the slaveholder’s
attempts to establish and maintain economic superior-
ity. Davis says as much when she notes that “the special
abuses inflicted on women thus facilitated the ruthless
economic exploitation of their labour,” (1983, p. 7). In
addition to establishing economic control over enslaved
women, one of the effects of such a practice was to ren-
der Black women outside of the bounds of normal, so-
cially constructed (i.e., white) gender and sexuality. By
maintaining Black women at the level of beasts, forms of
economic exploitation were much easier to pursue. This
is why Davis can make what seems to be an odd claim
on the surface, which is that “Racism draws its strength
from sexual coercion.”

3. Ramifications for the Study of Gender, Sport, and
Social Inclusion

This of course has significant ramifications for the study
of women’s athletics in the early twentieth century and
into the present. For, after all, is not the question of the
social inclusion of women in sport in part the story of
not being permitted access to the realm of masculinity
that is sport? This problem is turned on its head if we
acknowledge that histories of slavery and racialization
have figured Black women as essentially physical, active,
labouring subjects. In other words, the very construction
of women’s sport in its engenderment as women’s sport
is in and of itself exclusionary both based on its inherent
denial of the legitimacy concomitant with men’s sport
(seen as sport proper) and on a fundamentally white it-
eration of gender that posits a stark distinction between
the masculine and feminine in the realm of physicality.

In Out of Left Field (Abdel-Shehid & Kalman-Lamb,
2011), we included Davis because we noted that the
historical studies which look at turn-of-the century
women’s and men’s sport contain an insufficient under-
standing of the intersections of the various identity cate-
gories and the emergence of these identity categories on
economic processes. This is still true in the historical liter-
ature. Thus, for example, while there is some literature
on women’s athletics at the turn of the century, includ-
ing thework of Susan Cahn (2015), Vertinsky and Captain
(1998) and Captain (1991), it seems to us that these his-
tories are limited in that they fail to account for the in-
tersection of gender, race and economics. Rather, they
read the details of history as somewhat independent of
socio-economic processes. For example, in Gwendolyn
Captain’s (1991) essay “Enter Ladies and Gentlemen of
Color” some attention is paid to the ways in which early
Black women in sport attempted to carve out a certain

2 A more detailed treatment of Davis’ contribution is found in Out of Left Field, chapters 6 and 8.
3 Davis notes that this also applied to white women during slavery.
4 Davis (1983, p. 10), citing Karl Marx, notes that white women’s labour was used in very similar ways in the 1800s in England, where “women are still oc-
casionally used instead of horses for hauling canal boats, because the labour required to produce horses and machines is an accurately known quantity,
while that required to maintain the women of surplus population is below all calculation [i.e., far less expensive.]”
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modicum of respectability. Yet a reading of Davis (1983)
shows that this very attempt to enter into respectabil-
ity was a reaction to the disparaging tropes about Black
women and men which emerged in slavery and the post-
slavery period, also known as Reconstruction. Moreover,
while the essay “More Myth than History” (Vertinsky &
Captain, 1998) is a very valuable piece of scholarship
on the ways that Black women in sport have been rep-
resented throughout the course of the twentieth cen-
tury, it pays no attention to the way economics past and
present influence such representations. Our focus, on
the other hand, is to expose the terrain that enabled
the idea of women’s athletics in the first place in order
that the analysis by Vertinsky and Captain can be used
to study white women athletes also. This is because we
are arguing that identity is formed not only through dif-
ference, but more crucially via economic processes.

As in the past, this contribution also has significant
ramifications for the study of sport and social inclusion
in the present. As such, we made a similar argument to
this effect in our piece on Bend it Like Beckham (Abdel-
Shehid & Kalman-Lamb, 2015), where we noted that to
celebrate the film as an example of the inclusion of South
Asian women in soccer is to ignore the very exclusionary
practices of the mode of production and its highly liberal
(“inclusive”) variant, multiculturalism. In that essay, we
noted the economic (as opposed to cultural) nature of
multiculturalism and read the film not only as an exam-
ple of what Giardina calls “stylized hybridity,” but also as
a celebration of assimilation which has deep roots in the
economic, both in Britain and Canada. Thus, while we
do not wish to discount or dismiss the heroic contribu-
tion individual women have made in sport, we maintain
our emphasis on the terrain that enabled such contribu-
tions. Without a focus on structure as at least in part co-
constitutive, it would be impossible for historians or so-
ciologists of social inclusion to note how women’s sport
has emerged and why it has taken certain forms both in
the past and present.

4. Conclusion

All of this is to underscore the importance of economi-
cally intersectional analysis for the study of women’s ath-

letics in the early twentieth century and beyond. Namely,
it forces us to consider what we have argued elsewhere
(Abdel-Shehid & Kalman-Lamb, 2011, 2015), which is
that as long as racism and economic inequality persists, a
more intersectional or radical understanding of the con-
cept of gender inclusion in sport would be helpful. This is
because normative (white) ideas of gender break down
in a racialized framework. Thus, a greater attention to in-
tersectional readings of race, gender, and economic for-
mation would ask us to remain attentive to who is being
included in sport and what that inclusion accomplishes.
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